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Introduction 


Does a god exist? This question has undoubtedly been asked, in one form or another, since man has 
had the ability to communicate. Men have pondered the question, discussed it, argued it, and killed 
over it. It appears to be a simple question calling for a simple answer, but its simplicity is 
deceptive. Thousands of volumes have been written on the subject of a god, and the vast majority 
have answered the question with a resounding “Yes!” 

You are about to read a minority viewpoint. 

This book is a presentation and defense of atheism. This is not a sympathetic examination or 
interpretation of religious doctrines; it is a straightforward critique, philosophically and 
psychologically, of the belief in a god, especially as manifested in Christianity. 

The subtitle —The Case Against God —has a twofold meaning: first, it refers to the philosophical 
case against the concept god; and, secondly, it refers to the psychological case against the belief in 
a god. As a philosopher, I am continually amazed by the credence given to religious claims in the 
intellectual community; and, as a human being, I am appalled by the psychological damage caused 
by religious teachings—damage that often takes years to counteract. 

Atheism, even in today’s “liberal” atmosphere, is still somewhat unacceptable. 

Simply being an atheist may be acceptable—if, that is, one keeps it to oneself. What is frequently 
considered inappropriate is to advertise this fact, or openly to attack religious doctrines. Thus, some 
excellent critiques of theistic belief have been written by philosophers who, for reasons known best 
to themselves, refuse to acknowledge that what they are advocating is, in fact, atheism. And we 
also have the unfortunate spectacle of the philosopher who, after demolishing the idea of god 
philosophically, goes on to assure his audience, with a gesture of glib modesty, that he has merely 
presented his own opinion, and that he is not so presumptuous as to suggest that his listeners should 
abandon their belief in god. Finally, there is the philosopher or psychologist who, while openly 
admitting the irrationality of theistic belief, actually recommends it as a kind of therapeutic device 
designed to give emotional aid and comfort to mankind—thus lending support to the myth that the 
average man is emotionally incapable of facing facts. 

It is my firm conviction that man has nothing to gain, emotionally or otherwise, by adhering to a 
falsehood, regardless of how comfortable or sacred that falsehood may appear. Anyone who claims, 
on the one hand, that he is concerned with human welfare, and who demands, on the other hand, 
that man must suspend or renounce the use of his reason, is contradicting himself. There can be no 
knowledge of what is good for man apart from knowledge of reality and human nature—and there 
is no manner in which this knowledge can be acquired except through reason. To advocate 
irrationality is to advocate that which is destructive to human life. 

It is not my purpose to convert people to atheism; such efforts are usually futile. It is my purpose, 
however, to demonstrate that the belief in god is irrational to the point of absurdity; and that this 
irrationality, when manifested in specific religions such as Christianity, is extremely harmful. In 
other words, I have attempted to remove the veneer of intellectual and moral respectability that 
often enshrouds the notion of a god. If a person wishes to continue believing in a god, that is his 
prerogative, but he can no longer excuse his belief in the name of reason and moral necessity. 
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Although this book is intended primarily for laymen, it is impossible to avoid some degree of 
technicality due to the complexity of many religious doctrines. A writer cannot make an issue 
simpler than it really is; all he can do—and what I have attempted to do—is to present the relevant 
issues as succinctly and clearly as possible, discussing them in tenns of their fundamentals, while 
remaining fair to the various sides under consideration. It is also impossible, within the scope of 
one book, to consider every argument ever presented in favor of theistic belief, or to answer every 
objection that might be raised against atheism, so I have necessarily restricted this discussion to 
those issues which I consider most important. 

This book is divided into four major parts. In Part One, I discuss the nature of theism, atheism 
and agnosticism, and I present the insunnountable problems and contradictions entailed by the 
concept of god. In Part Two, I discuss the nature of reason, demonstrating its incompatibility with 
faith and revelation. In Part Three, I consider the most significant attempts to demonstrate the 
existence of a supernatural being through an appeal to reason, showing how each alleged proof fails 
totally to make its case. In Part Four, I discuss the harmful effects of religion in general, and 
Christianity in particular, upon morality and the attainment of man’s happiness and well-being on 
earth. 

My approach to atheism is eclectic in the sense that I draw from many different sources in 
defense of various positions. In no instance, however, should it be assumed that my use of a source 
implies an agreement with the atheistic position by that source. Similarly, my use of an author in 
support of a particular position implies my agreement to that extent only, and in no case should 
further agreement be assumed. 

Also, it is necessary to mention that I employ the term “god” in two different ways. I use it with a 
lower case “g” (god) to refer to the generic idea of a god, i.e., the general notion of a supernatural 
being, apart from any specific characteristics. I use the term “God” (with an upper case “G”) to 
refer specifically to the God of Christianity, along with its various attributes, such as omnipotence, 
omniscience and so forth. This unusual method provides me with a simple means of indicating, in 
any given context, whether I am referring to the idea of god in general or to the idea of the 
Christian God in particular. 

Finally, I wish to thank the many people who aided in the preparation of this book, who are 
unfortunately too numerous to be listed individually. I wish, however, to express my appreciation 
to two people who were especially instrumental in the writing of this book: Roy Childs, without 
whom the first line would never have been written; and Sylvia Cross, my editor, without whom the 
last line would never have been written. 


George H. Smith 

April 1973 
Fos Angeles 
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Part One - Atheism And God 


I put the following work under your protection. It contains my opinion upon religion. You will do 
me the justice to remember, that I have always strenuously supported the right of every man to his 
opinion, however different that opinion might be to mine. He who denies to another this right, 
makes a slave of himself to his present opinion, because he precludes himself the right of changing 
it. 


The most formidable weapon against errors of every kind is reason. I have never 
used any other, and I trust I never shall. 

—Thomas Paine, Age of Reason 
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I - The Scope of Atheism 


1. - The Myths of Atheism 

The fool says in his heart, “There is no God.” They are corrupt, they do abominable deeds, there is 
none that does good. (Psalms 14.1) 1 

This frequently quoted passage captures the essence of how the average religious person views 
atheism. Atheism is probably the least popular—and least understood—philosophical position in 
America today. It is often approached with fear and mistrust, as if one were about to investigate a 
doctrine that advocates a wide assortment of evils—from immorality, pessimism and communism 
to outright nihilism. 

Atheism is commonly considered to be a threat to the individual and society. It is “science 
divorced from wisdom and the fear of God,” writes one philosopher, “which the world has directly 
to thank for the worst evils of ‘modern war’....” 2 3 In a recent critique of atheism, Vincent P. Miceli 
claims that “every form of atheism, even the initially well intentioned, constricts, shrinks, enslaves 
the individual atheist within and against himself and, eventually, as atheism reaches plague 
proportions among men, goes on to enslave and murder society.” 

Through similar representations of atheism as an evil, destructive force, religionists throughout 
history have prescribed various forms of punishment for atheists. Plato, in his construction of the 
ideal state, made “impiety” a crime punishable by five years imprisonment for the first offense and 
death upon a second conviction. 4 Jesus, who is offered as the paradigm of love and compassion, 
threatened that nonbelievers will be thrown “into the furnace of fire” where “men will weep and 
gnash their teeth,” just as “the weeds are gathered and burned with fire. ...” (Matthew 13:40-42). 
Thomas Aquinas, the great medieval theologian, taught that “the sin of unbelief is greater than any 
sin that occurs in the perversion of morals,” 5 and he recommended that the heretic “be exterminated 
from the world by death” after the third offense. 6 

Although the atheist now enjoys a comparative amount of freedom in the United States, the 
struggle for the legal rights of the atheist has been a difficult, continuous battle. For example, until 
the early part of this century, many states would not permit an atheist to testify in court, which 
meant that an atheist could not effectively file civil and criminal charges. The reasoning behind this 
prohibition was that, since the atheist does not believe in rewards and punishments after death, he 
will not feel morally obligated to tell the truth in a court of law. In 1871, the Supreme Court of 
Tennessee published this remarkable statement: 


1 Unless otherwise noted, all biblical quotations in this book are from the Revised Standard Version (1952). 

2 A.E. Taylor, Does God Exist? (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1947), pp. 158-159. 

3 Vincent P. Miceli, S. J., The Gods of Atheism (New Rochelle: Arlington House, 1971), p. 19. 

4 Plato, Laws, translated by Benjamin Jowett, Great Books of the Western World (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, 
Inc., 1952), Vol. 7, pp. 769-770. 

5 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, translated by Fathers of the English Dominican Province, revised by Daniel J. 

Sullivan, Great Books of the Western World (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc., 1952), Second Part, Pt. II, Q. 10, 


A. 3. 

6 Ibid., Q. 11, A. 3. 
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The man who has the hardihood to avow that he does not believe in a God, shows a 
recklessness of moral character and utter want of moral responsibility, such as very 
little entitles him to be heard or believed in a court of justice in a country 
designated as Christian. 7 


Here we have the stereotype of the atheist as an insensitive, amoral cynic—a portrayal that 
remains widespread in our own time. Atheism, it is charged, is nothing but pure negativism: it 
destroys but does not rebuild. The atheist is pitted against morality itself, and the struggle between 
belief in a god and godlessness is viewed as a struggle between good and evil. If true, atheism is 
claimed to have ominous implications on a cosmic scale. A.E. Taylor expresses the fear of many 
theists when he writes: 

“... even in our hours of most complete and serenest intellectual detachment we 
cannot escape facing the question whether God can be eliminated from either the 
natural or the moral world without converting both into an incoherent nightmare.” 8 


This image of a godless world is only one among many. Atheism has become so enshrouded with 
myths and misconceptions that many supposed critiques of atheism are notable for their complete 
irrelevancy. Some religious critics prefer to attack the unpopular ideas associated with atheism 
rather than face the challenge of atheism directly. Indeed, it is not uncommon to find entire books 
with the expressed intent of demolishing atheism, but which fail to discuss such basic issues as why 
one should believe in a god at all. These books are content to identify atheism with specific 
personalities (such as Nietzsche, Marx, Camus and Sartre) and, by criticizing the views of these 
individuals, the religionist author fancies himself to have destroyed atheism. In most cases, 
however, the critic has not even discussed atheism. 

Presenting the atheistic point of view is a difficult, frustrating endeavor. The atheist must 
penetrate the barrier of fear and suspicion that confronts him, and he must convince the listener that 
atheism represents, not a degeneration, but a step forward. This often requires the atheist to take a 
defensive position to explain why atheism does not lead to disastrous consequences. The atheist is 
expected to answer a barrage of questions, of which the following are typical. 

Without god, what is left of morality? Without god, what purpose is there in man’s life? If we do 
not believe in god, how can we be certain of anything? If god does not exist, whom can we turn to 
in a time of crisis? If there is no afterlife, who will reward virtue and punish injustice? Without god, 
how can we resist the onslaught of atheistic communism? If god does not exist, what becomes of 
the worth and dignity of each person? Without god, how can man achieve happiness? 

These and similar questions reflect an intimate connection between religion and values in the 
minds of many people. As a result, the question of god’s existence becomes more than a simple 
philosophical problem—and atheism, since it is interpreted as an attack on these values, assumes a 
significance far beyond its actual meaning. Defenses of religion are frequently saturated with 
emotional outbursts, and the atheist finds himself morally condemned, diagnosed as a confused, 
unhappy man, and threatened with a variety of future punishments. 

Meanwhile, the atheist’s frustration increases as he discovers that his arguments for atheism are 
futile, that the average believer—who was persuaded to believe for emotional, not intellectual, 
reasons—is impervious to arguments against the existence of a supernatural being, regardless of 


7 Quoted in Frank Swancara, The Separation of Religion and Government (New York: Truth Seeker Co., 1950), p. 140. 

8 Taylor, Does God Exist? p. 1. 
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how meticulous and carefully reasoned these arguments may be. There is too much at stake: if the 
choice must be made between the comfort of religion and the truth of atheism, many people will 
sacrifice the latter without hesitation. From their perspective, there is much more to the issue of 
god’s existence than whether he exists or not. 

Where does this leave the atheist? Must he offer atheism as an alternative way of life to religion, 
complete with its own set of values? Is atheism a substitute for religion? Can atheism fulfill the 
moral and emotional needs of man? Must the atheist defend himself against every accusation of 
immorality and pessimism? Does atheism offer any positive values? These questions are not as 
complex as they may appear. Atheism is a straightforward, easily definable position, and it is a 
simple task to outline what atheism can and cannot accomplish. 

In order to understand the scope of atheism, however, we must remove the wall of myths 
surrounding it—with the hope that the fears and prejudices against atheism will collapse as well. To 
accomplish this goal, we must determine what atheism is and what atheism is not. 

2. - The Meaning of Atheism 

“Theism” is defined as the “belief in a god or gods.” The term “theism” is sometimes used to 
designate the belief in a particular kind of god—the personal god of monotheism—but as used 
throughout this book, “theism” signifies the belief in any god or number of gods. The prefix “a” 
means “without,” so the term “a-theism” literally means “without theism,” or without belief in a 
god or gods. Atheism, therefore, is the absence of theistic belief. One who does not believe in the 
existence of a god or supernatural being is properly designated as an atheist. 

Atheism is sometimes defined as “the belief that there is no God of any kind,” 9 or the claim that a 
god cannot exist. While these are categories of atheism, they do not exhaust the meaning of 
atheism—and they are somewhat misleading with respect to the basic nature of atheism. Atheism, 
in its basic form, is not a belief: it is the absence of belief. An atheist is not primarily a person who 
believes that a god does not exist; rather, he does not believe in the existence of a god. 

As here defined, the term “atheism” has a wider scope than the meanings usually attached to it. 
The two most common usages are described by Paul Edwards as follows: 

“First, there is the familiar sense in which a person is an atheist if he maintains that 
there is no God, where this is taken to mean that “God exists” expresses a false 
proposition. Secondly, there is also a broader sense in which a person is an atheist 
if he rejects belief in God, regardless of whether his rejection is based on the view 
that belief in God is false.” 10 


Both of these meanings are important kinds of atheism, but neither does justice to atheism in its 
widest sense. “Atheism” is a privative term, a term of negation, indicating the opposite of theism. If 
we use the phrase “belief-in-god” as a substitute for theism, we see that its negation is “no-belief- 
in-god”—or, in other words, “a-theism.” This is simply another way of stating “without theism” or 
the absence of belief in god. 

“Theism” and “atheism” are descriptive tenns: they specify the presence or absence of a belief in 
god. If a person is designated as a theist, this tells us that he believes in a god, not why he believes. 


9 John Hick, Philosophy of Religion (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1963), p. 4. 

10 Paul Edwards, “Some Notes on Anthropomorphic Theology,” Religious Experience and Truth, edited by Sidney 
Hook (New York: New York University Press, 1961), pp. 241-242. 
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If a person is designated as an atheist, this tells us that he does not believe in a god, not why he 
does not believe. 

There are many reasons why one may not believe in the existence of a god: one may have never 
encountered the concept of god before, or one may consider the idea of a supernatural being to be 
absurd, or one may think that there is no evidence to support the belief in a god. But regardless of 
the reason, if one does not believe in the existence of a god, one is an atheist; i.e., one is without 
theistic belief. 

In this context, theism and atheism exhaust all possible alternatives with regard to the belief in a 
god: one is either a theist or an atheist; there is no other choice. One either accepts the proposition 
“god exists” as true, or one does not. One either believes in a supernatural being, or one does not. 
There is no third option or middle ground. This immediately raises the question of agnosticism, 
which has traditionally been offered as a third alternative to theism and atheism. 

3. - Agnosticism 

The term “agnostic” was coined by Thomas Huxley in 1869. “When I reached intellectual 
maturity,” reports Huxley, “and began to ask myself whether I was an atheist, a theist, or a 
pantheist... I found that the more I learned and reflected, the less ready was the answer.” According 
to Huxley, exponents of these doctrines, despite their obvious differences, share a common 
assumption, an assumption with which he disagrees: 

“They were quite sure they had attained a certain “gnosis,”—had, more or less 
successfully, solved the problem of existence; while I was quite sure 1 had not, and 
had a pretty strong conviction that the problem was insoluble.” 11 


When Huxley joined the Metaphysical Society, he found that the various beliefs represented 
there had names: “most of my colleagues were -ists of one sort or another.” Huxley, lacking a name 
for his uncertainty, was “without a rag of a label to cover himself with.” He was a fox without a 
tail—so he gave himself a tail by assigning the tenn “agnostic” to himself. It seems that Huxley 
originally meant this term as somewhat of a joke. He selected the early religious sect known as 
“Gnostics” as a prime example of men who claim knowledge of the supernatural without 
justification; and he distinguished himself as an “agnostic” by stipulating that the supernatural, 
even if it exists, lies beyond the scope of human knowledge. We cannot say if it does or does not 
exist, so we must suspend judgment. 

Since Huxley’s time, “agnosticism” has acquired a number of different applications based on its 
etymological derivation from the negative “a” and the Greek root gnosis (“to know”). Agnosticism, 
as a general tenn, now signifies the impossibility of knowledge in a given area. An agnostic is a 
person who believes that something is inherently unknowable by the human mind. When applied to 
the sphere of theistic belief, an agnostic is one who maintains that some aspect of the supernatural 
is forever closed to human knowledge. 

Properly considered, agnosticism is not a third alternative to theism and atheism because it is 
concerned with a different aspect of religious belief. Theism and atheism refer to the presence or 
absence of belief in a god; agnosticism refers to the impossibility of knowledge with regard to a 
god or supernatural being. 


11 Thomas H. Huxley, “Agnosticism,” Collected Essays (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1894), Vol. V, pp. 237-238. 
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The term “agnostic” does not, in itself, indicate whether or not one believes in a god. 
Agnosticism can be either theistic or atheistic. 

The agnostic theist believes in the existence of god, but maintains that the nature of god is 
unknowable. The medieval Jewish philosopher, Maimonides, is an example of this position. He 
believed in god, but refused to ascribe positive attributes to this god on the basis that these 
attributes would introduce plurality into the divine nature—a procedure that would, Maimonides 
believed, lead to polytheism. According to the religious agnostic, we can state that god is, but— 
due to the unknowable nature of the supernatural—we cannot state what god is. 

Like his theistic cousin, the agnostic atheist maintains that any supernatural realm is inherently 
unknowable by the human mind, but this agnostic suspends his judgment one step further back. For 
the agnostic atheist, not only is the nature of any supernatural being unknowable, but the existence 
of any supernatural being is unknowable as well. We cannot have knowledge of the unknowable; 
therefore, concludes this agnostic, we cannot have knowledge of god’s existence. Because this 
variety of agnostic does not subscribe to theistic belief, he qualifies as a kind of atheist. 

Various defenses have been offered for this position, but it usually stems from a strict 
empiricism, i.e., the doctrine that man must gain all of his knowledge entirely through sense 
experience. Since a supernatural being falls beyond the scope of sensory evidence, we can neither 
assert nor deny the existence of a god; to do either, according to the agnostic atheist, is to transgress 
the boundaries of human understanding. While this agnostic affirms the theoretical possibility of 
supernatural existence, he believes that the issue must ultimately remain undecided and uncertain. 
Thus, for the agnostic atheist, the proper answer to the question, “Does a god exist?” is “I don’t 
know”—or, more specifically—“I cannot know.” 

Whether this account represents the exact position of Thomas Huxley is not entirely clear. At 
times, as we have seen, he seems to indicate that the existence of the supernatural, while possible, 
is unknowable. Elsewhere, however, he writes that “I do not very much care to speak of anything as 

IT. 

‘unknowable.’ ” And in summarizing the fundamentals of agnosticism, Huxley does not refer to 
anything as unknowable or “insoluble.” 

... it is wrong for a man to say that he is certain of the objective truth of any 
proposition unless he can produce evidence which logically justifies that certainty. 

This is what Agnosticism asserts; and, in my opinion, it is all that is essential to 
Agnosticism. ... the application of the principle results in the denial of, or the 
suspension of judgment concerning, a number of propositions respecting which our 
contemporary ecclesiastical “gnostics” profess entire certainty. 14 


This passage suggests that, in Huxley’s opinion, there is not sufficient evidence to justify the 
belief in a god, so one should suspend judgment on this matter. In discussing whether the existence 
of a god is unknowable in principle or simply unknown at the present time, he writes: 

What I am sure about is that there are many topics about which I know nothing; and 
which, so far as I can see, are out of reach of my faculties. But whether these things 
are knowable by anyone else is exactly one of those matters which is beyond my 


12 See George F. Thomas, Philosophy and Religious Belief (New York: Charles Schribner’s Sons, 1970), pp. 181-182. 

13 Thomas H. Huxley, “Agnosticism and Christianity,” Collected Essays, Vol. V, p. 311. 

14 Ibid., pp. 310-311. 
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knowledge, though I may have a tolerably strong opinion as to the probabilities of 
the case. 15 


Huxley is reluctant to uphold the absolute unknowability of the supernatural, and he wishes to 
maintain instead that, as far as he knows, knowledge of the supernatural lies beyond the power of 
man’s faculties. It would not be stretching the point to say that, in Huxley’s view, the knowability 
of the supernatural is itself an issue which is unknowable. 

Because of the ambiguity in the traditional agnostic position, the tenn “agnostic” has been 
employed in a variety of ways. It is commonly used to designate one who refuses either to affirm or 
deny the existence of a god, and because atheism is frequently associated with the outright denial of 
theism, agnosticism is offered as a third alternative. Here is a typical explanation found in the 
Catholic Encyclopedia : 

“An agnostic is not an atheist. An atheist denies the existence of God; an agnostic 
professes ignorance about His existence. For the latter, God may exist, but reason 
can neither prove nor disprove it.” 16 


Notice that agnosticism emerges as a third alternative only if atheism is narrowly defined as the 
denial of theism. We have seen, however, that atheism, in its widest sense, refers basically to the 
absence of a belief in god and need not entail the denial of god. Any person who does not believe in 
god, for whatever reason, is without theistic belief and therefore qualifies as an atheist. 

While the agnostic of the Huxley variety may refuse to state whether theism is true or false—thus 
“suspending” his judgment—he does not believe in the existence of a god. (If he did believe, he 
would be a theist.) Since this agnostic does not accept the existence of a god as true, he is without 
theistic belief; he is atheistic—and Huxley’s agnosticism emerges as a form of atheism. 

Thus, as previously indicated, agnosticism is not an independent position or a middle way 
between theism and atheism, because it classifies according to different criteria. Theism and 
atheism separate those who believe in a god from those who do not. Agnosticism separates those 
who believe that reason cannot penetrate the supernatural realm from those who defend the 
capability of reason to affirm or deny the truth of theistic belief. 

The agnostic theist encounters opposition, not just from atheists, but also from other theists who 
believe that god’s nature can be known (at least to some extent) by the human mind. Likewise, the 
agnostic atheist encounters opposition from other atheists who refuse to acknowledge the 
theoretical possibility of supernatural existence, or who argue that reason can effectively show 
theism to be false or nonsensical. 

The agnostic positions have been harshly criticized by believers and nonbelievers, and we shall 
examine the objections to agnosticism at a later time. Our purpose here is to clarify agnosticism’s 
relation to theism and atheism so that future misunderstandings may be avoided. Agnosticism is 
commonly used as a refuge for those who wish to escape the stigma of atheism, and its vagueness 
has earned it the status of an intellectually respectable fonn of dissent from religion. In many cases, 
however, the tenn “agnostic” is misapplied. 

Agnosticism is a legitimate philosophical position (although, in my opinion, it is mistaken), but it 
is not a third alternative or a halfway house between theism and atheism. Instead, it is a variation of 


15 Ibid., p. 311. 

16 New Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967), Vol. 1, p. 205. 
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either theism or atheism. The self-proclaimed agnostic must still designate whether he does or does 
not believe in a god—and, in so doing, he commits himself to theism or he commits himself to 
atheism. But he does commit himself. Agnosticism is not the escape clause that it is commonly 
thought to be. 

4. - The Varieties of Atheism 

The tenn “atheism” has been used thus far to cover every case of non-belief in a god or gods. We 
shall now briefly analyze atheism’s various manifestations. 

Atheism may be divided into two broad categories: implicit and explicit, (a) Implicit atheism is 
the absence of theistic belief without a conscious rejection of it. (b) Explicit atheism is the absence 
of theistic belief due to a conscious rejection of it. 

(a) An implicit atheist is a person who does not believe in a god, but who has not explicitly rejected 
or denied the truth of theism. Implicit atheism does not require familiarity with the idea of a god. 

For example, a person who has no knowledge of theistic belief does not believe in a god, nor 
does he deny the existence of such a being. Denial presupposes something to deny, and one cannot 
deny the truth of theism without first knowing what theism is. Man is not born with innate 
knowledge of the supernatural; until he is introduced to this idea or thinks of it himself, he is unable 
to affirm or deny its truth—or even to “suspend” his judgment. 

This person poses a problem for the traditional classifications. He does not believe in a god, so he 
is not a theist. He does not reject the existence of a god, so, according to this meaning which is 
commonly attached to atheism, he is not an atheist. Nor does this person state that the existence of a 
supernatural being is unknown or unknowable, so he is not an agnostic. The failure of the 
traditional labels to include this possibility indicates their lack of comprehensiveness. 

As defined in this chapter, the man who is unacquainted with theism is an atheist because he does 
not believe in a god. This category would also include the child with the conceptual capacity to 
grasp the issues involved, but who is still unaware of those issues. The fact that this child does not 
believe in god qualifies him as an atheist. Since these instances of non-belief are not the result of 
conscious rejection, they are best designated as implicit atheism. 

At this point, objections may be raised in protest against using the word “atheism” so that it 
includes uninfonned children. Some religionists will undoubtedly charge that this is a cheap victory 
for atheism accomplished by means of an arbitrary definition. In response to this, we must note that 
the definition of atheism as the absence of belief in a god or gods is not arbitrary. Although this is a 
broader meaning than is usually accepted, it has a justification in the meaning of “theism” and the 
prefix “a.” Also, as previously argued, this definition of atheism has the virtue of representing the 
antithesis of theism, so that “theism” and “atheism” describe all possibilities of belief and non¬ 
belief. 

Upon close examination, it is likely that the objections to calling the uninformed child an atheist 
will stem from the assumption that atheism entails some degree of moral degeneracy. How dare I 
call innocent children atheists! Surely it is unfair to degrade them in this manner. 

If the religionist is bothered by the moral implications of calling the uninfonned child an atheist, 
the fault lies with these moral implications, not with the definition of atheism. Recognizing this 
child as an atheist is a major step in removing the moral stigma attached to atheism, because it 
forces the theist to either abandon his stereotypes of atheism or to extend them where they are 
patently absurd. If he refuses to discard his favorite myths, if he continues to condemn nonbelievers 
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per se as immoral, consistency demands that he condemn the innocent child as well. And, unless 
this theist happens to be an ardent follower of Calvin, he will recognize his sweeping moral 
disapproval of atheism for what it is: nonsense. 

The category of implicit atheism also applies to the person who is familiar with theistic beliefs 
and does not assent to them, but who has not explicitly rejected belief in a god. By refusing to 
commit himself, this person may be undecided or indifferent, but the fact remains that he does not 
believe in a god. Therefore, he is also an implicit atheist. 

Implicit atheism is conveniently ignored by those theists who represent atheism as a positive 
belief rather than the absence of belief. While this may appear to be a subtle distinction, it has 
important consequences. 

If one presents a positive belief (i.e., an assertion which one claims to be true), one has the 
obligation to present evidence in its favor. The burden of proof lies with the person who asserts the 
truth of a proposition. If the evidence is not forthcoming, if there are not sufficient grounds for 
accepting the proposition, it should not be believed. The theist who asserts the existence of a god 
assumes the responsibility of demonstrating the truth of this assertion; if he fails in this task, theism 
should not be accepted as true. 

Some believers attempt to escape the responsibility of providing evidence by shifting this 
responsibility onto atheism. Atheism, which is represented as a rival belief to theism, allegedly 
cannot demonstrate the non-existence of a god, so it is claimed that the atheist is no better off than 
the theist. This is also the favorite argument of the agnostic, who claims to reject theism and 
atheism on the basis that neither position can provide demonstration. 

When atheism is recognized as the absence of theism, the preceding maneuver falls to the 
ground. Proof is applicable only in the case of a positive belief. To demand proof of the atheist, the 
religionist must represent atheism as a positive belief requiring substantiation. When the atheist is 
seen as a person who lacks belief in a god, it becomes clear that he is not obligated to “prove” 
anything. The atheist qua atheist does not believe anything requiring demonstration; the 
designation of “atheist” tells us, not what he believes to be true, but what he does not believe to be 
true. If others wish for him to accept the existence of a god, it is their responsibility to argue for the 
truth of theism—but the atheist is not similarly required to argue for the truth of atheism. 

It is crucial to distinguish between atheism as such and the many beliefs which an atheist may 
hold. All atheists do adopt some positive beliefs, but the concept of atheism does not encompass 
these beliefs. Atheism refers only to the element of non-belief in a god, and since there is no 
content here, no positive beliefs, the demand for proof cannot apply. 

Atheism is not necessarily the end product of a chain of reasoning. The term “atheist” tells us that 
one does not believe in a god, but it does not specify why. Regardless of the cause of one’s non- 
belief, if one does not believe in a god, one is atheistic. 

Theism must be learned and accepted. If it is never learned, it cannot be accepted—and man will 
remain implicitly atheistic. If theism is learned but rejected anyway, man will be explicitly 
atheistic—which brings us to the second kind of atheism. 

(b) An explicit atheist is one who rejects belief in a god. This deliberate rejection of theism 
presupposes familiarity with theistic beliefs and is sometimes characterized as anti-theism. 

There are many motivations for explicit atheism, some rational and some not. Explicit atheism 
may be motivated by psychological factors. A man may disbelieve in god because he hates his 
religious parents, or because his wife deserted him for the neighborhood minister. Or, on a more 
sophisticated level, one may feel that life is futile and helpless, and that there is no emotional room 
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for god in a tragic universe. Motivations such as these may be of psychological interest, but they 
are philosophically irrelevant. They are not rational grounds for atheism, and we shall not consider 
them here. 

The most significant variety of atheism is explicit atheism of a philosophical nature. This atheism 
contends that the belief in god is irrational and should therefore be rejected. Since this version of 
explicit atheism rests on a criticism of theistic beliefs, it is best described as critical atheism. 

Critical atheism presents itself in various forms. It is often expressed by the statement, “I do not 
believe in the existence of a god or supernatural being.” This profession of non-belief often derives 
from the failure of theism to provide sufficient evidence in its favor. Faced with a lack of evidence, 
this explicit atheist sees no reason whatsoever for believing in a supernatural being. 

Critical atheism also assumes stronger forms, such as, “God does not exist” or, “The existence of 
a god is impossible.” These assertions are usually made after a particular concept of god, such as 
the God of Christianity, is judged to be absurd or contradictory. Just as we are entitled to say that a 
“square-circle” does not and cannot possibly exist, so we are entitled to say that the concept of god, 
if it entails a contradiction, does not and cannot possibly exist. 

Finally, there is the critical atheist who refuses to discuss the existence or non-existence of a god 
because he believes that the concept of “god” is unintelligible. We cannot, for example, reasonably 
discuss the existence of an “unie” until we know what an “unie” is. If no intelligible description is 
forthcoming, the conversation must stop. Fikewise, if no intelligible description of “god” is 
forthcoming, the conversation must stop. This critical atheist thus says, “The word ‘god’ makes no 
sense to me, so I have no idea what it means to state that ‘god’ does or does not exist.” 

These varieties of critical atheism are identical in one important respect: they are essentially 
negative in character. The atheist qua atheist, whether implicit or explicit, does not assert the 
existence of anything; he makes no positive statement. If the absence of belief is the result of 
unfamiliarity, this non-belief is implicit. If the absence of belief is the result of critical deliberation, 
this non-belief is explicit. In either case, the lack of theistic belief is the core of atheism. The 
various atheistic positions differ only with respect to their different causes of non-belief. 

This book is written from the perspective of critical atheism. Its basic thesis is that the belief in 
god is entirely unsupported—and, further, that there are many reasons for not believing in a god. If 
theism is destroyed intellectually, the grounds for believing in a god collapse, and one is rationally 
obliged not to believe in a god—or, in other words, one is obliged to be atheistic. 

This book is not a critique of theism plus a defense of atheism: the critique of theism is the 
defense of atheism. Atheism is not the absence of belief in god plus certain positive beliefs: atheism 
is the absence of belief in god. If we can show theism to be unsupported, false or nonsensical, then 
we have simultaneously established the validity of atheism. This is why the case for atheism is The 
Case Against God. 

5. - Jacques Maritain and the Slander of Atheism 

The preceding divisions of atheism are simple and impartial. They do not prejudice the case for or 
against atheism by suggesting moral implications. Similarly, we may also list the varieties of 
theism, such as monotheism and polytheism, without suggesting any moral overtones. 
Unfortunately, though, when discussing a position of which one radically disapproves, the spirit of 
objectivity is sometimes sacrificed for prejudice and emotionalism. This is nowhere more evident 
than in the writing of Jacques Maritain, a prominent Catholic philosopher. 
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In The Range of Reason, Maritain devotes more than one dozen pages to the varieties of atheism, 
and since his classifications are widely used by other Christian sources (such as the Catholic 
Encyclopedia), it is instructive to examine his approach. Maritain typifies the unfair treatment that 
atheism has received at the hands of theologians and religious philosophers. Although Maritain 
presumably intends his classifications to be fair and impartial, they wreak of his personal dislike for 
atheism. Under the guise of categorizing, Maritain stacks the cards against atheism by assigning to 
it an inferior moral and psychological status. 

Consider the case of what Maritain calls “practical atheism.” Practical atheists “believe that they 
believe in God (and ... perhaps believe in Him in their brains) but ... in reality deny His existence 
by each one of their deeds.” 17 

To state that men believe “in their brains” is a confusing way to acknowledge that they do, in 
fact, accept the existence of a supernatural being. By any rational conception of theism, such 
persons are theists, pure and simple. They may be hypocritical theists, they may profess to be 
Christians while ignoring Christian morality—but if these men actually believe in god “in their 
brains” (meaning: as an intellectual issue), then they are theists, regardless of their conduct or 
moral beliefs. 

But the idea of a hypocritical Christian offends Maritain’s sensibilities. The belief in god is 
morally good, and the theist who does not measure up to certain moral standards then somehow 
does not really believe in god. As to how one can become an atheist through one’s actions, Maritain 
provides a simple answer: if one is sufficiently immoral or hypocritical, one deserves to be called 
an atheist. Under the cloak of classifying, Maritain purifies theism by pushing its undesirables into 
the atheistic camp, where he has no difficulty accepting their deviant behavior. After all, what more 
can one expect from a godless man? 

By reason of immorality, hypocrisy and possibly other repugnant traits, Maritain brands the 
condemned as an atheist—a “practical atheist,” but an atheist nonetheless. Practical atheism, as 
defined by Maritain, is a conceptual garbage dump for theistic rejects; in actuality, it is a personal 
whim elevated to the status of a philosophical category. If deviousness is also incompatible with 
theism, then Maritain himself qualifies as a “practical atheist.” 

The other major form of atheism, according to Maritain, is “absolute atheism.” Absolute atheists 
“actually deny the existence of the very God in Whom the believers believe and ... are bound to 
change entirely their own scale of values and to destroy in themselves everything that connotes His 
name.” 18 

We already have a hint that absolute atheism, like practical atheism, will involve moral 
distinctions. The absolute atheist changes his own values and sets out to destroy everything that 
reminds him of god. And what reminds us of god? If we take Maritain’s word, god is associated 
with everything good and decent—which, unsurprisingly, leads to the conclusion that the absolute 
atheist is waging a war against goodness. Maritain thus concludes that “absolute atheism is in no 
way a mere absence of belief in God. It is rather a refusal of God, a fight against God, a challenge 
to God. And when it achieves victory it changes man in his own inner behavior, it gives man a kind 
of stolid solidity, as if the spirit of man had been stuffed with dead substance, and his organic 
tissues turned into stone.” 19 

“Practical” and “absolute” atheism are considered by Maritain to be comprehensive categories (a 
third—“pseudo-atheism”—is dismissed as unimportant), so the prospective atheist has the choice 


17 Jacques Maritain, The Range of Reason (New York: Charles Schribner’s Sons), p. 97. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Ibid., p. 98. 
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of classifying himself as a hypocrite or as one constantly engaged in the destruction of values, 
thereby stuffing oneself with “dead substance.” This is hardly an attractive alternative, nor an 
accurate one, but it does provide Maritain with a vehicle for destroying atheism without worrying 
about such mundane affairs as fairness, accuracy, intellectual respect and rational arguments. 

Maritain misrepresents the atheistic position with remarkable ease and audacity and, in doing so, 
perpetuates many of the nonsensical myths about atheism. To those who believe that only the 
uneducated and uninfonned slander atheism, J. Maritain and his followers provide instructive 
evidence to the contrary. 

6. - What Atheism Is Not 

Many of the myths of atheism, such as those put forth by Maritain, depend on assigning 
characteristics to atheism that do not belong to it. Because of this, it is essential to identify what 
atheism is not. 

(a) It is commonly believed that atheism “involves what is called a world outlook, a total view of 
life.” One religionist tells us that atheism “cannot be content with being the simple negation of 
religious dogmas; it must elaborate its own conception of human life and become a positive 
reality.” 21 

When atheism is represented by theists as a way of life, it is invariably portrayed as evil or 
undesirable. Conversely, when it is represented by atheists as a way of life, it is portrayed as 
beneficial rather than harmful. Joseph Lewis, a prominent atheist in the American free-thought 
tradition, writes that atheism “equips us to face life, with its multitude of trials and tribulations, 
better than any other code of living that I have yet been able to find.” In the opinion of Lewis, 
“Atheism is a vigorous and courageous philosophy.” 22 

To view atheism as a way of life, whether beneficial or hannful, is false and misleading. Just as 
the failure to believe in magic elves does not entail a code of living or a set of principles, so the 
failure to believe in a god does not imply any specific philosophical system. Lrom the mere fact 
that a person is an atheist, one cannot infer that this person subscribes to any particular positive 
beliefs. One’s positive convictions are quite distinct from the subject of atheism. While one may 
begin with a basic philosophical position and infer atheism as a consequence of it, this process 
cannot be reversed. One cannot move from atheism to a basic philosophical belief, because atheism 
can be (and has been) incorporated within many different and incompatible philosophical systems. 

(b) The label “atheist” announces one’s disagreement with theism. It does not announce one’s 
agreement with, or approval of, other atheists. 

The practice of linking atheism with a set of beliefs, especially moral and political beliefs, allows 
the theist to lump atheists together under a common banner, with the implication that one atheist 
agrees with the beliefs of another atheist. And here we have the ever-popular “guilt by association.” 
Since communists are notoriously atheistic, argue some theists, there must be some connection 
between atheism and communism. The implication here is that communism is somehow a logical 
outgrowth of atheism, so the atheist is left to defend himself against the charge of latent 
communism. 


10 New Catholic Encyclopedia, V ol. l,p. 1,000. 

21 Ignace Lepp, Atheism in Our Time (Toronto: The Macmillan Co., 1964), p. 14. 

22 Joseph Lewis, Atheism and Other Addresses (New York: The Free-thought Press Association, Inc., 1960). 
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This irrational and grossly unfair practice of linking atheism with communism is losing 
popularity and is rarely encountered any longer except among political conservatives. But the same 
basic technique is sometimes used by the religious philosopher in his attempt to discredit atheism. 
Instead of communism, the sophisticated theologian will associate atheism with existentialism— 
which projects a pessimistic view of existence—and he will then reach the conclusion that atheism 
leads to a pessimistic view of the universe. It seems that the next best thing to convincing people 
not to be atheists is to scare them away from it. 

While some atheists are communists and some are existentialists, this tells us nothing about 
atheism or other atheists. It is probable that the Christian, like the atheist, does not believe in the 
existence of magic elves—but this does not provide a significant area of agreement between the 
two. And so it is with atheism. 

Just as one theist may disagree with another theist on important issues, so one atheist may 
disagree with another atheist on important issues. An atheist may be a capitalist or a communist, an 
ethical objectivist or subjectivist, a producer or a parasite, an honest man or a thief, psychologically 
healthy or neurotic. The only thing incompatible with atheism is theism. 

(c) When discussing atheism, many religionists adopt the following procedural rule: if all else fails, 
psychologize. If you cannot defeat the atheist in the realm of ideas, become his therapist: 
sympathize with him, inform him of his buried psychological problems that lead to his rejection of 
god. And, above all, assure him that fulfillment and happiness await him at his neighborhood 
church. 

A philosopher speaks of “the natural desire for God,” which, if not fulfilled, “leads to utter 
frustration.”" Another philosopher asserts that, if men decide not to believe in a god, “in so far as 
they are intelligent they are saddened by their decision,” because a godless world “would be 
strikingly short on joy.” Fulton Sheen tells us that happiness “is an ascension from what is 
inferior within us to what is its superior, from our egotism to our God.”" One theologian has gone 
so far as to state that the phrase “the godless man” involves a contradiction. 

“St. John Chrysostom was simply stating the central truth of this tradition in his famous dictim: 
“To be a man is to fear God”. ... God, who is the Author of nature, is integral to the nature of man. 
Therefore, the man who does not fear God somehow does not exist, and his nature is somehow not 
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human. On the other hand, there he is. That is the problem.” 

To be an atheist is suddenly to be less than a human being—to be an enigma, a walking paradox, 

97 

a psychological problem. As one theist puts it, “Unbelief is an interruption in development.” 
Mental health, asserts a psychologist, “demands good interpersonal relations with oneself, with 
others, and with God”—which, observes Thomas Szasz, “neatly places all atheists in the class of 
the mentally sick.” 28 

These assertions deserve little comment, but it is interesting to note the appalling standard that is 
used in assessing the relationship between atheism and happiness. If the atheist is unhappy, this is 


2 Robert J. Kreyche, God and Reality (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1965), p. 3. 

24 David Tmeblood, Philosophy of Religion (New York: Harper and Row, 1959), p. 84. 

25 Fulton J. Sheen, Way to Happiness (Greenwich: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1954), p. 84. 

26 John Courtney Murray, S. J., Theological Studies (March, 1962). Quoted in Martin E. Marty, Varieties of Unbelief 
(New York: Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1966), pp. 11-12. The italics are by Marty. 

27 H. C. Rumke, The Psychology’ of Unbelief, translated by M. H. C. Willems (New York: Sheed and Warn, 1962), p. 
13. 

2S Thomas S. Szasz, Ideology and Insanity’ Essays on the Psychiatric Dehumanization of Man (New York: Doubleday 
and Co., Inc., 1970), p. 36. 
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attributed to his lack of belief. By relating happiness to an intimate connection with god, the “happy 
atheist” is defined out of existence. 

The usual pattern for linking god and happiness is as follows: every human being naturally 
desires the good, the object of happiness. God is the ultimate, self-subsisting good. Therefore, 
every person naturally desires god as a corollary of his nature as a human being. Happiness 
divorced from god is a contradiction in terms. 

From this dubious line of thought, we have the further conclusion that the atheist is struggling 
with frustrating internal conflicts. He desires happiness but, by denying god, he denies himself 
happiness. The atheist is somehow waging a war against himself, against his own nature—and this 
makes him neurotic, if not schizophrenic. 

This theological psychology is Freudianism in reverse. While religionists have become annoyed 
with the attempts of psychologists to reduce theism to neurotic motivations, these theists do not 
hesitate to employ the same technique to their advantage against atheists. When the theist 
announces his belief in a supernatural being, he is usually taken at his word. When the atheist 
announces his disbelief in a god, however, he is often confronted with: “Oh, not really!” Or: “I’m 
sorry that you’re so unhappy.” Or: “I hope that your negative attitude toward life will change.” 

The atheist also finds his disbelief analyzed with reference to his age. If the atheist is young, his 
disbelief is attributed to youthful rebellion and immaturity—a “phase” that will hopefully pass. If 
the atheist is middle-aged, his disbelief is traced to the frustration of daily routine, the bitterness of 
failure, or the alienation from oneself and one’s fellow man. If the atheist is old, the explanation 
lies in the disillusionment, cynicism and loneliness that sometimes accompany one’s later years. 

Contrary to what many theists like to believe, atheism is not a form of neurotic rebellion or 
mental illness. The religionist cannot rid the world of atheists by committing them to an isolated 
asylum where they can be ignored. To label atheism as a psychological problem is a feeble, almost 
laughable attempt to evade the fundamental questions of truth and falsity. Is theism true? What 
reasons are there for believing in a god? These are the important issues, and these are the issues to 
which the theist must address himself if he wishes to confront the challenge of atheism. 

Furthermore, there is a gross dishonesty involved in offering happiness as a motivation for 
believing in a god. Theists who appeal to happiness as a reward for belief display a shocking 
disregard for intellectuality and the pursuit of truth. Even if theism did lead to happiness (which it 
does not), this would not demonstrate its correctness. The psychologizing of atheism, therefore, is 
irrelevant to the subject of theism versus atheism. The theist who attempts to defeat atheism by 
subordinating truth to emotionalism accomplishes nothing, aside from revealing his contempt for 
man’s ability to think. 

7. - The Significance of Atheism 

It may be objected that we have reduced atheism to a triviality. It is not a positive belief and does 
not offer any constructive principles, so of what value is it? If atheism may be compared to not 
believing in magic elves, why is it important? Why devote an entire book to a trivial subject? 

Atheism is important because theism is important. The subject of god is not a remote, abstract 
topic with little influence in the lives of men. On the contrary, it is the core of Western religion— 
specifically, the Judaeo-Christian tradition—which includes a system of doctrines dealing with 
every major branch of philosophy. 

If one believes, as I do, that theism is not only false, but is detrimental to man as well, then the 
choice between theism and atheism assumes a major importance. If considered purely as an abstract 
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idea, theism may be dismissed without extended discussion. But when considered within its proper 
context—within the framework of its historical, cultural, philosophical and psychological 
significance—the question of god is among the most crucial subjects of our time. 

If, thousands of years ago, a cult of elf-worshipers originated a set of doctrines, a religion, based 
on their belief in elves—and if these doctrines were responsible for widespread harm—then this 
book might be entitled The Case Against Elves. Historically, however, god has had more appeal 
than elves, so we are discussing The Case Against God instead. 

Although atheism is negative in character, it need not be destructive. When used to eradicate 
superstition and its detrimental effects, atheism is a benevolent, constructive approach. It clears the 
air, as it were, leaving the door open for positive principles and philosophies based, not on the 
supernatural, but on man’s ability to think and comprehend. 

Religion has had the disastrous effect of placing vitally important concepts, such as morality, 
happiness and love, in a supernatural realm inaccessible to man’s mind and knowledge. Morality 
and religion have become so intertwined that many people cannot conceive of ethics divorced from 
god, even in principle—which leads to the assumption that the atheist is out to destroy values. 

Atheism, however, is not the destruction of morality; it is the destruction of supernatural 
morality. Likewise, atheism is not the destruction of happiness and love; it is the destruction of the 
idea that happiness and love can be achieved only in another world. Atheism brings these ideas 
down to earth, within the reach of man’s mind. What he does with them after this point is a matter 
of choice. If he discards them in favor of pessimism and nihilism, the responsibility lies with him, 
not with atheism. 

By severing any possible appeal to the supernatural—which, in terms of human knowledge, 
means the unknowable—atheism demands that issues be dealt with through reason and human 
understanding; they cannot be sloughed-off onto a mysterious god. 

If atheism is correct, man is alone. There is no god to think for him, to watch out for him, to 
guarantee his happiness. These are the sole responsibility of man. If man wants knowledge, he must 
think for himself. If man wants success, he must work. If man wants happiness, he must strive to 
achieve it. Some men consider a godless world to be a terrifying prospect; others experience it as a 
refreshing, exhilarating challenge. How a person will react to atheism depends only on himself— 
and the extent to which he is willing to assume responsibility for his own choices and actions. 

8. - Theism on the Defense 

The task of demythologizing atheism is now sufficiently complete, and the time has come to place 
the burden of defense where it belongs: squarely on the theist. We will no longer be concerned with 
rescuing atheism from the fog of misconceptions invented by religionists to obscure fundamental 
issues. The atheist is not obligated to answer arbitrary assertions, unproven assumptions and sloppy 
generalizations concerning the nature and consequences of the atheistic position. Atheism is the 
absence of a belief in a god, nothing more. If the theist wishes to draw monumental implications 
from this lack of belief, he must argue for his claims. 

Without recourse to belittling atheism through mythology and slander, the theist is deprived of 
his major evasive tool. He is now required to face the issues, to present his beliefs intelligibly, and 
to argue for the truth of his beliefs. It is the atheist who demands proof from the theist, not vice- 
versa. 

Before proceeding, it is necessary to offer some preliminary remarks concerning the nature of our 
inquiry. The conflict between theism and atheism centers on the existence or non-existence of a 
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god. This issue involves two major branches of philosophical inquiry: metaphysics and 
epistemology. 

Metaphysics is the study of reality, of existence as such—in contrast to specialized studies of 
existence, such as physics (inanimate matter) and biology (living entities). Metaphysics deals with 
such concepts as matter, consciousness and causality. 

Epistemology is “the study or theory of the origin, nature, methods, and limits of knowledge.” 29 
Epistemology deals with such concepts as truth, falsity, certainty and error. 

We will often have occasion to refer to the metaphysical and epistemological implications of 
theistic belief, so the reader is urged to keep these categories in mind. “What exists?” is a question 
of metaphysics. “How does one know it?” is a question of epistemology. 

Throughout most of this book, we shall be concerned with one question and one question only: 
Should theism be accepted as true? In the final analysis, this is the only important question. After 
this question is answered, we shall go on to explore the ethical and psychological implications of 
religious belief, but these areas are secondary to the basic issue of truth. 

The theist is now on the defense; he can destroy atheism only by defending his belief in a god. If 
his defense fails, theism fails—and atheism emerges as the only rational alternative. 


29 Webster’s New World Dictionary, College Edition (Cleveland and New York: The World Publishing Co., 1957), p. 
489. 
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II - The Concept of God 


1. - The Meaning of “God” 

Knowing what one is talking about is of inestimable value in any dialogue, so the theist, before he 
sets out to explain why we should believe in god, must first explain what he means by the word 
“god.” What is the theist attempting to establish the existence of? What is the nature of god? How 
are we to identify him (or it)? At least some of the attributes of this supposed creature must be 
known before anything can be considered relevant to establishing his existence. As one theist puts 
it, “With no description or definition to work from, we will literally fail to know what we are 
talking about.” For example, consider the following dialogue: 

Mr. Jones'. “An unie exists.” 

Mr. White : “Prove it.” 

Mr. Jones'. “It has rained for three consecutive days—that is my proof.” 

If this exchange is less than satisfactory, much of the blame rests with Mr. White: his demand for 
proof is premature. Mr. Jones has not specified what an “unie” is; until and unless he does so, 
“unie” is nothing but a meaningless sound, and Mr. Jones is uttering nonsense. Without some 
description of an “unie,” the alleged proof for its existence is incoherent. 

When confronted with the claim that a god exists, the person who immediately demands proof 
commits the same error as does Mr. White. His first response should be, “What is it for which you 
are claiming existence?” The theist must present an intelligible description of god. Until he does so, 
“god” makes no more sense than “unie”; both are cognitively empty, and any attempt at proof is 
logically absurd. Nothing can qualify as evidence for the existence of a god unless we have some 
idea of what we are searching for. Even if it is demanded that the existence of god be accepted on 
faith, we still must know what it is that we are required to have faith in. As W.T. Blackstone puts it: 

“Until the content of a belief is made clear, the appeal to accept the belief on faith 
is beside the point, for one would not know what one has accepted. The request for 
the meaning of a religious belief is logically prior to the question of accepting that 
belief on faith or to the question of whether that belief constitutes knowledge.” 31 


The meaning of “god” and other religious tenns has been a center of controversy in modern 
philosophical thought. A. J. Ayer, in his famous Language, Truth and Logic (published in 1935), 
argued that “to say that ‘God exists’ is to make a metaphysical utterance which cannot be either 
true or false. And ... no sentence which purports to describe the nature of a transcendent god can 
possess any literal significance.” 32 


30 James F. Ross, Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (Toronto: The Macmillan Co., 1969), p. 11. 

31 William T. Blackstone, The Problem of Religious Knowledge (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1963), p. 2. 
' 2 Alfred Jules Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic (New York: Dover Publications, 1946), p. 115. 
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The principle on which Ayer based his rejection of theology is now considered to be defunct, but 
philosophers continue to debate the pitfalls and merits of religious language. Indeed, much of the 
recent literature in the area of philosophical theology concerns itself with the meaning and use of 
religious terms. 33 

Because of this emphasis, most theistic philosophers are painfully aware of the problems of 
defining and clarifying the concept of god. There remains, however, an insufficient understanding 
among many theists as to the importance of this task. Defining the concept of god is not an optional 
chore to be undertaken at the theist’s convenience. It is a necessary prerequisite for intelligibility. 
Assuming that the theist does not believe his theism to be nonsense, he has the responsibility of 
explaining the content of his belief. Failing this, to state that “god exists” is to communicate 
nothing at all; it is as if nothing has been said. 

What, then, is meant by the word “god”? This is not a simple question. There have been many 
historical concepts of god, from the anthropomorphic deities of the Greeks to the omnipotent god of 
Christianity. Some gods are all-powerful, all-knowing and all-good, while others are not. Some 
gods are objects of reverence, while others are not. Some gods communicate with man, while 
others do not. Differences such as these make it impossible to give a detailed description of a god 
that will encompass every religion—and securing widespread agreement on the meaning of “god” 
is a fonnidable, if not impossible, task. 

Much of the confusion surrounding the idea of god stems from the fact that the word “god” is 
among the most abused tenns in the history of man, ranking with such notorious words as 
“freedom,” “justice” and “love.” Atheism is an unpopular stance (especially if one happens to be a 
clergyman), so some people conveniently attach the word “god” to any belief with a tinge of 
significance, such as nature, the universe, love or an ultimate goal in one’s life. As Antony Flew 
notes, these idiosyncratic usages of “god” make it “comparatively easy to secure very wide verbal 
agreement on the existence of God. But much of this is exposed as unreal when we probe the 
different meanings given to the key word.” 34 Today the professed theist and atheist may agree on 
all major points except an appropriate label for their position—and it is instructive to note that, 
historically, more blood has been spilled in religious wars between theists of different persuasions 
than between theists and atheists. 

Self-proclaimed theists will have to decide among themselves what, if anything, they have in 
common when they profess to believe in a god. I shall use the term “god” generally to designate 
any supernatural or transcendent being, and when I claim not to believe in a god, I mean that I do 
not believe in anything “above” or “beyond” the natural, knowable universe. 

This concept of god carries two obvious implications: first, a god must be something other than 
part of the natural universe. Second, a god must be a being of some kind which is presumed by the 
theist to exist. 

Although this generic idea of a god is applicable to the traditional varieties of theistic belief, 
especially within the Judaeo-Christian tradition, some alleged theists object to the portrayal of a 
god as supernatural or transcendent. These theists point to the “naturalistic” conceptions of god 
which identify god with some aspect of the natural universe. According to these theories, god is not 
“out there” above or beyond nature. Instead, he is an integral part of existence and must be 
regarded as “immanent,” or indwelling, rather than transcendent. 


33 Two of the best works available on this subject are: Blackstone, Problem of Religions Knowledge, and Frederick 
Ferr’, Language, Logic and God (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1969). 

' 4 Antony Flew, God and Philosophy (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1966), p. 15. 
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Pantheism—the identification of “god” with nature—is a well-known instance of naturalistic 
theism. But the pantheist (or any alleged theist who wishes to describe his god solely in naturalistic 
terms) is open to the charge of reducing his god to triviality. If god is taken to be synonymous with 
nature or some aspect of the natural universe, we may then ask why the term “god” is used at all. It 
is superfluous and highly misleading. The label of “god” serves no function (except, perhaps, to 
create confusion), and one must suspect that the naturalistic theist is simply an atheist who would 
rather avoid this designation. 

If one declared a belief in god, while stipulating that the term “god” was used as a synonym for 
the continent of North America, one’s assertion would understandably be ignored or rejected as 
irrational. To expand this concept of god to include Europe, Asia, the planet Earth, our solar 
system—or the entire universe—is equally absurd. 

Our second requirement for the term “god”—that it must signify a being which is presumed to 
exist—has also come under attack by contemporary theologians. Paul Tillich, the most influential 
Protestant theologian of recent years, has written that “grave difficulties attend the attempt to speak 
of God as existing.” 

“... the question of the existence of God can be neither asked nor answered. If asked, it is a 
question about that which by its very nature is above existence, and therefore the answer—whether 
negative or affirmative—implicitly denies the nature of God. It is as atheistic to affirm the 

35 

existence of God as it is to deny it. God is being-itself, not a being.” 

For Tillich, to state that “God is being-itself’ is the only direct and nonsymbolic statement that 
can be made about God. God is the name for the “infinite and inexhaustible depth and ground of 

'in 

all being. ...” Since “God is depth,” argues Tillich, “you cannot then call yourself an atheist or 
unbeliever.” 

“For you cannot think or say: Life has no depth! Life itself is shallow. Being itself is surface 
only. If you could say this in complete seriousness, you would be an atheist; but otherwise you are 
not. He who knows about depth knows about God.” 38 

Through a series of linguistic contortions, Tillich manages to erase the distinction between 
theism and atheism in one fell swoop. In the Dynamics of Faith, he comes close to maintaining that 
atheism is a self-contradictory position. 

“The fundamental symbol of our ultimate concern is God. It is always present in any act of faith, 
even if the act of faith includes the denial of God. Where there is ultimate concern, God can be 
denied only in the name of God ... he who denies God as a matter of ultimate concern affirms God, 

39 

because he affirms ultimacy in his concern.” 

Walter Kaufmann has aptly termed Tillich’s acrobatics as “conversion by definition.” “And,” 
continues Kaufmann, “to call attention to its occasionally crushing effect on unsuspecting victims, 
one may christen it the bear’s hug.” 40 

Tillich represents an existentialist influence on Christianity, and—true to the tradition of 
existentialism—it is difficult to make sense out of what he says. Tillich denies that he is a 
supernaturalist or a naturalist, both of which he considers to be “insufficient and religiously 
dangerous solutions.” Instead, Tillich’s god is “self-transcendent.” 


5 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology’ (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967 [contains three volumes published 
from 1951-1963]), Vol. I, pp. 236-237. 

36 Ibid., p. 238. 

37 Paul Tillich, The Shaking of the Foundations (New York: Charles Schribner’s Sons, 1948), p. 57. 

38 Ibid. 

39 Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1958), pp. 45-46. 

40 Walter Kaufmann, The Faith of a Fleretic (New York: Anchor Books, 1963), p. 90. 
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“God as the ground of being infinitely transcends that of which he is the ground. He stands 
against the world, in so far as the world stands against him, and he stands for the world, thereby 
causing it to stand for him. ... Only in this sense can we speak of “transcendent” with respect to the 
relation of God and the world.” 41 

At best, Tillich’s concept of god is esoteric; at worst, it is incoherent. By “god,” Tillich does not 
mean simply straightforward material existence. God as “being-itself ’ or the “ground of being” is 
something to which the concepts of existence and nonexistence cannot apply. Therefore, we shall 
do something that spells death for any theologian: we shall take him at his word. Tillich’s god, 
whatever it is, cannot be said to exist. The atheist has no quarrel with this assertion. All things 
considered, it is a generous concession to the atheistic position. 

In his best-selling Honest to God, John A.T. Robinson continues the crusade to convert the 
atheists of the world through linguistic maneuvers. Following Tillich’s lead, Robinson rejects 
entirely the notion of a supernatural being who is “out there.” 

“God is, by definition, ultimate reality. And one cannot argue whether ultimate reality exists. One 
can only ask what ultimate reality is like. ...” 42 

Contrary to the widespread belief, which has persisted throughout the centuries, that the conflict 
between theism and atheism concerns the existence or nonexistence of a supernatural being, 
Robinson assures us that “the line between those who believe in God and those who do not bears 
little relation to their profession of the existence or nonexistence of such a Being. It is a question, 
rather, of their openness to the holy, the sacred, in the unfathomable depths of even the most 
secular relationship.” 43 

Aside from its blatant arbitrariness, this contemporary approach has a distinct advantage over the 
traditional approach to the belief in a god. Whereas the Christian of yesterday had to expend a great 
deal of time and energy to win converts, the modem theologian has instituted a convenient time¬ 
saving device. By juggling a few terms here and there, the atheists of the world (whether they know 
it or not) are suddenly believers in a god. Through a deft feat of theological legerdemain, Tillich 
and Robinson have attempted to rid the world of atheism. 

The efforts of Tillich, Robinson and other theologians to purge the concept of god of its 
supernaturalism have come under heavy attack by theists of a more traditional vein. These critics 
rightly charge that Honest to God does not eliminate atheism so much as it extends the term “god” 
in a confused and arbitrary way to include atheism. E. L. Mascall, an Anglican priest, maintains 
that Robinson is “so anxious to claim as a Christian anyone who, in spite of his professions of 
atheism or agnosticism, evidences a serious and generous attitude to life, that he is ready to atheise 
or agnosticise the Christian faith to almost any extent to bring the professing unbeliever within 
it.” 44 Moreover, Mascall recognizes that “to suggest that ‘atheists’ are really unconscious crypto- 
theists is to do them a grave injustice.” 45 

To divorce the idea of a supernatural being from the concept of god is to obliterate the basic 
distinction between theism and atheism. If the so-called “theist” or “Christian” is willing to admit 
that a supernatural being does not exist, then he has capitulated to traditional atheism, and his 
continued use of the word “god” carries no metaphysical significance. Robinson’s equation of 
“god” with “ultimate reality” (whatever that means) injects confusion into an already confusing 


41 Tillich, Systematic Theology’, Vol. II, p. 7. 

42 John A. T. Robinson, Honest to God (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1963), p. 29. 

43 Ibid., pp. 47-48. 

44 E. L. Mascall, The Secularization of Christianity (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1965), p. 111. 

45 Ibid., p. 118. 
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subject. His procedure is no more justified than if an atheist defined atheism as “the serious concern 
with one’s own life”—thereby transforming every person who takes life seriously into an atheist. 

Philosophical discussions should be as clear and precise as possible, and to restrict the concept of 
god to a supernatural being is in the interest of clarity. We have seen that the idea of god is 
extremely vague, having been used with many different meanings. Since the word “god” is likely to 
create confusion, we should institute a policy of verbal and conceptual economy in connection with 
its use. It should not be tacked on as excess baggage to an idea that can be better described in 
nontheistic terms. 

There are important philosophical differences between traditional theism and atheism, 
differences that focus on the existence or nonexistence of a supernatural being. To adopt the 
atheistic position in substance, while defining “god” in such a way that one remains a theist or 
believer in god, is to misrepresent a philosophical position of long historical standing and to evade 
the major issue dividing theism from atheism. One may have an adverse response to the tag of 
atheism, and one may prefer to avoid it at all costs—but this is no excuse for adopting misleading 
and dishonest terminology. 

To further illustrate the importance of the supernatural or transcendental element in theism, 
consider the following hypothetical situation. In another solar system, we discover an alien fonn of 
life, a form which is superior to man in all respects. These advanced creatures have an immense life 
span, superior strength, agility and mobility, and a superior capacity for memory and abstract 
thought. Does it follow, in virtue of these superior capacities, that these creatures should be 
designated as gods? No. Because despite the superiority of these creatures in relation to man, they 
are nevertheless bound by the natural laws of the universe. They are subject to the same physical 
and logical laws as man. 

If we did choose to call these beings “gods,” this would mean that any creature who is superior to 
another creature thereby becomes a “god”—which would clearly lead to a chain of absurdities. A 
dog would be a god with respect to a plant. A man would be a god with respect to lower life forms. 
A genius would be a god in relation to a man of average intelligence, who would himself be a god 
when compared to a moron. These uses of “god” may have a place as poetic metaphors, but they 
are chaotic nonsense if employed philosophically. 

In short, the difference between a god and natural existence must be a difference of kind, not 
merely of degree. But this raises the additional problem: 

What do we mean by a supernatural or transcendent being, as contrasted with a natural being? 
What is the nature of the difference? 

Although “supernatural” and “transcendent” have approximately the same meaning and are often 
used interchangeably, they may be distinguished for the purpose of analyzing the nature of a god 
from two perspectives: metaphysics and epistemology. 

The term “supernatural” has metaphysical connotations, because it emphasizes the nature of a 
god in relation to the rest of existence. “Super,” in this context, means “above” or “beyond” the 
natural universe—so a supernatural being is one that exists, in some sense, beyond the realm of the 
natural universe. 

Theists do not wish to imply that a supernatural being resides physically, somewhere in space, 
beyond the universe. They are the first to agree that this naive concept of a god is easily discarded 
as nonsense. Rather, theists wish to convey the idea of a being that exists beyond the framework of 
natural law. A supernatural being is exempt from some or all of the cause-effect relationships that 
characterize the universe and natural existence. This exemption may be expressed by positing a god 
as the creator of the universe, the source of natural law, or by investing one’s god with special 
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powers that enable it to intervene in the natural course of events (such as through miracles). In any 
case, a supernatural being is “above” or “beyond” the restrictions imposed by natural law. 

This exemption from natural law has profound implications for human knowledge. A god is 
epistemologically transcendent; i.e., it falls beyond the scope of man’s intellectual comprehension. 
The full nature of god is not merely unknown, it is unknowable. Man’s rational capacity does not 
allow him to understand the nature of god, and any knowledge that man does possess concerning 
god is necessarily inadequate in some respect. God, by definition, is that which man cannot 
understand. In the words of Augustine: 

“What then, brethren, shall we say of God? For if thou hast been able to understand 
what thou wouldest say, it is not God. If thou hast been able to comprehend it, thou 
hast comprehended something else instead of God. If thou hast been able to 
comprehend Him as thou thinkest, by so thinking thou hast deceived thyself. This 
then is not God, if thou hast comprehended it; but if this be God, thou hast not 
comprehended it.” 46 (Emphasis added.) 


To exist beyond the sphere of natural law means to exist beyond the scope of human knowledge; 
epistemological transcendence is a corollary of supernaturalness. If a god is a natural being, if his 
actions can be explained in terms of normal causal relationships, then he is a knowable creature. 
Conversely, if god can be known, he cannot be supernatural. Without mystery, without some 
element of the incomprehensible, a being cannot be supernatural—and to designate a being as 
supernatural is to imply that this being transcends human knowledge. 

Epistemological transcendence is perhaps the only common denominator among all usages of the 
term “god,” including those of Tillich, Robinson and other modem theologians. While some 
“theists” reject the notion of a supernatural being in a metaphysical sense, it seems that every self- 
proclaimed theist—regardless of his particular use of the term “god”—agrees that a god is 
mysterious, unfathomable or in someway beyond man’s comprehension. The idea of the 
“unknowable” is the universal element linking together the various concepts of god, which suggests 
that this is the most critical aspect of theistic belief. The belief in an unknowable being is the 
central tenet of theism, and it constitutes the major point of controversy between theism and critical 
atheism. 

2. - Atheism and the Concept of God 

Thus far we have discussed the general meaning of the tenn “god.” A god is a supernatural being— 
which implies, metaphysically, that a god is not subject to the natural laws of the universe; and, 
epistemologically, that a god transcends human understanding. These are the basic beliefs of 
theism: the belief in the supernatural and the belief in the inherently unknowable. 

The metaphysical and epistemological aspects of the concept of god suggest two critical 
approaches that may be pursued by the atheist, (a) The atheist may criticize the idea of a 
supernatural being, or (b) the atheist may criticize the notion of an inherently unknowable being. 
We shall now discuss these two lines of thought. 


46 Augustine, Sermon LII, vi. 16. Quoted in Catholicism, edited by George Brand (New York: Washington Square 
Press, Inc., 1962), p. 36. 
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(a) The first problem with the designation of supernatural (or any equivalent term) is that it tells us 
nothing positive about a god. “Supernatural” tells us what a god is not—that it is not part of the 
natural universe—but it does not tell us what a god is. What identifiable characteristics does a god 
possess? In other words, how will we recognize a god if we run across one? To state that a god is 
supernatural does not provide us with an answer. 

In addition, the entire notion of a supernatural being is incomprehensible. The theist wishes us to 
conceive of a being exempt from natural law—a being that does not fall within the domain of 
scientific explanation—but no theist has ever explained how we can conceive of existence other 
than “natural” existence. “Natural existence” is a redundancy; we have no familiarity with 
“unnatural” existence, or even a vague notion of what such existence would be like. 

Natural law pertains to the presence of regularity in the universe, and, for this reason, it is 
sometimes referred to as the “uniformity of nature.” Entities behave according to specific causal 
conditions, and we know that an object will not suddenly disappear or act in an incredible manner 
without an explanation or causal antecedent. Given the right conditions, an acorn will grow into a 
tree; it will not mysteriously transform itself into a pumpkin, a snowball, or a theologian. A dog 
will not sprout wings and breathe fire, a cat will not give birth to an elephant, and a colony of ants 
will not burst into a chorus of the national anthem. 

Natural law is based upon the limited nature of existence. Every entity has a specific nature, 
specific characteristics, that determine the capacities of that entity. A plant, for example, does not 
have the capacity to think, and a man does not have the biological capacity for photosynthesis. The 
capacities, abilities, and potential actions of any existing thing, living or inanimate, are dependent 
on its characteristics—and since these are always specific and determinate, their resulting 
capacities are also specific and determinate. The characteristics of an entity determine what an 
entity can and cannot do; limitations are an integral part of the natural universe, and they constitute 
the foundation of natural law. 

Regularity in nature is the consequence of limitations; entities are limited in terms of their 
actions. No existing thing can randomly do anything at any time under any conditions. This 
uniformity in nature permits the systematic study of reality (science) and the formulation of general 
principles of nature (“laws”) which are used in predicting future states of affairs. While the 
particular scientific laws will change as man’s knowledge increases, the principle of natural law 
itself is a constant; it persists as a corollary of existence. 

This, in essence, is the meaning of natural existence or natural law. A god, as we have seen, 
cannot exist within this framework, but according to the theists he must exist nonetheless. This 
brings us to the considerable problem of how anything can exist as a supernatural being. 

If a supernatural being is to be exempt from natural law, it cannot possess specific, determinate 
characteristics. These attributes would impose limits and these limits would restrict the capacities 
of this supernatural being. In this case, a supernatural being would be subject to the causal 
relationships that mark natural existence, which would disqualify it as a god. Therefore, we must 
somehow conceive of a being without a specific nature, a being that is indeterminate—a being, in 
other words, that is nothing in particular. But these characteristics (or, more precisely, lack of 
characteristics) are incompatible with the notion of existence itself. 

To be is to be something as opposed to nothing, and to be something is to be something specific. 
If a god is to have any characteristics (which it must to exist), these characteristics must be 
specific—but to assign definite attributes, to say that a being is this as opposed to that, is to limit 
the capacities of that being and to subject it to the uniformity imposed by those capacities. A 
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supernatural being, if it is to differ in kind from natural existence, must exist without a limited 
nature—which amounts to existing without any nature at all. 47 

If we are to talk intelligibly about a god, we must presuppose that this god has characteristics by 
which it can be identified. But once the idea of supernatural existence is introduced, an existence 
apart from the limitations of natural law, we exclude the possibility of assigning any definite 
characteristics to a god—because by so doing we bring our god within the realm of limitations and 
hence within the realm of natural law. 

The theist, even if he agrees with this analysis, is bound to remain singularly unimpressed. To the 
charge that we cannot comprehend “supernatural” existence, that it makes no sense to the human 
mind, the theist is liable to reply, “See, I told you so. God transcends human understanding; he is 
unknowable.” 

This is the standard defense against any objection to the metaphysical impossibility of a 
supernatural being. The theist and the atheist may well agree that a supernatural being cannot be 
grasped by the human mind; but whereas the atheist wishes to scrap the notion of god for this 
reason, the theist uses it as evidence that god falls beyond the scope of human understanding. Thus, 
so long as the discussion remains on this level, an impasse is reached—which indicates that we 
need to examine a more basic issue. We must move from metaphysics to epistemology. As is often 
the case, this is where the fundamental disagreement lies; this is where the major battle will take 
place—and, ultimately, this is where the conflict will be decided. 

(b) Leslie D. Weatherhead expresses a central tenet of theism when he writes: 

“How can man, an insect on a wayside planet, which is itself of no size or 
importance, amid a million galaxies that baffle the imagination, put the tiny tape of 
words around the doings of this august and unimaginable Being who created all 
that is in the heavens and the heaven of heavens?” 48 


The belief that god is basically unknowable is the most important epistemological element of 
theistic belief. It is shared by all theists to some extent, who disagree only with regard to what 
degree, if any, god’s nature can be known. 

We must remember that theism maintains not just that god’s nature is unknown to man at the 
present time, but that god’s nature is unknowable in principle. Man will never understand god, 
which is expressed by such terms as ineffable, inexpressible, transcendent and unfathomable. 

The most extreme version of this belief is religious agnosticism, which holds that the nature of 
god is completely unknowable. Thomas McPherson, in an article entitled “Religion as the 
Inexpressible,” defends the agnostic position and carries it to its logical conclusion: 

“There are some things that just cannot be said. As long as no one tries to say them, 
there is no trouble. But if anyone does try to say them he must take the 
consequences. We ought not to try to express the inexpressible. The things that 


47 Some of the ideas discussed in this section, are based on a recorded lecture, “The Concept of God,” by Nathaniel 
Branden in The Basic Principles of Objectivism series (Los Angeles, Academic Associates). 

48 Leslie D. Weatherhead, The Christian Agnostic (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1965), p. 39. 
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theologians try to say (or some of them) belong to the class of things that just 
cannot be said. The way out of the worry is retreat into silence.” 49 


McPherson has a point: if one believes that god is inexpressible, then one quite literally has 
nothing to say and should therefore “retreat into silence.” Any attempt to talk about the unknowable 
will eventually lead to strange and paradoxical assertions, such as that of St. Maximus the 
Confessor (a Greek theologian of the seventh century), who taught that “that mind is perfect which, 
through true faith, in supreme ignorance supremely knows the supremely Unknowable. ...” 50 

If consistently adhered to, theistic agnosticism will result in a dialogue of the following kind: 

Theist : “I believe in god.” 

Atheist “What is ‘god’?” 

Theist. “I don’t know.” 

Atheist. “But what is it that you believe in?” 

Theist. “I don’t kn ow that either.” 

Atheist. “Then of what possible significance is your original claim to believe in god? How does 
your belief differ from no belief whatsoever?” 

Religious agnosticism suffers from the obvious flaw that one cannot possibly know that 
something exists without some knowledge of what it is that exists. In the words of the nineteenth- 
century-philosopher, Ludwig Feuerbach: “To deny all the qualities of a being is equivalent to 
denying the being himself. A being without qualities is one which cannot become an object to the 
mind, and such a being is virtually non-existent.” 51 

If god is completely unknowable, the concept of “god” is totally devoid of content, and the word 
“god” becomes a meaningless sound. To state that “god exists”—where “god” represents an 
unknown, a blank—is to say nothing whatsoever. It is on a par with, “Unies exist” or, “A blark 
exists.” The agnostic, by refusing to state the content of his belief, exempts himself from reason 
and serious consideration. Religious agnosticism is so indefensible that one must regard it as 
nothing more than the antics of a confused and muddled mind. 

Religious agnosticism is predicated on the concept of the “unknowable,” and herein lies the root 
of its irrationality. To posit the existence of something which, by its nature, cannot be known to 
man is to submerge oneself in hopeless contradictions. 

First, we must ask: If god cannot be known, how can god be known to exist? Quoting Nathaniel 
Branden, “To claim that a thing is unknowable, one must first know that it exists—but then one 
already has knowledge of it, to that extent.” To assert the existence of the unknowable is to claim 
knowledge of the unknowable, in which case it cannot be unknowable. 

Second, if god cannot be comprehended, then none of his attributes can be known? including the 
attribute of incomprehensibility. To state that something is by nature unknowable is to pronounce 
knowledge of its nature, in which case we are again involved in a contradiction. 


49 Thomas McPherson, “Religion as the Inexpressible,” New Essays in Philosophical Theology’, edited by Antony Flew 
and Alasdair MacIntyre (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1955), pp. 132-133. 

50 Quoted in Varieties of Mystic Experience, edited by Elmer O’Brien, S. J. (New York: The New American Library, 
1964), p. 81. 

51 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, translated by George Eliot, p. 14. (First printed 1854. Reprinted by 
Harper Torchbooks, New York, 1957.) 

52 Nathaniel Branden, The Objectivist Newsletter, Vol. 2, no. 1 (Jan. 1963), p. 3. 
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When one claims that something is unknowable, can one produce knowledge in support of this 
claim? If one cannot, one’s assertion is arbitrary and utterly without merit. If one can, one has 
accomplished the impossible: one has knowledge of the unknowable. 

Third, to support the existence of the unknowable not only presupposes knowledge—it 
presupposes omniscient knowledge. Again quoting Branden: 

The assertion that a thing is unknowable carries the necessary epistemological 
implication that the speaker is omniscient—that he has total knowledge of 
everything in the universe and, from his unique vantage point, is able to proclaim 
that certain things are inherently beyond the reach of man’s knowledge and 
understanding. 53 


While some things are presently unknown to man, it is never rational to claim that something is 
forever unknowable to man. There is no possible evidence that one could adduce in support of this 
claim. Any evidence would flatly contradict one’s initial claim, because it would entail knowledge 
of the unknowable. 

To claim that god is incomprehensible is to say that one’s concept of god is unintelligible, which 
is to confess that one does not know what one is talking about. The theist who is called upon to 
explain the content of his belief—and who then introduces the “unknowable” as a supposed 
characteristic of the concept itself—is saying, in effect: “I will explain the concept of god by 
pointing out that it cannot be explained.” 

Atheists have long contended that the concept of god is unintelligible, this being a major reason 
why it cannot be accepted by any rational man. The theist who openly admits this cannot expect to 
be taken seriously. The idea of the unknowable is an insult to the intellect, and it renders theism 
wholly implausible. 

By criticizing the notion of an unknowable being, we have indirectly destroyed the concept of a 
supernatural being. We have seen that these ideas are two sides of the same theistic coin. If it is 
irrational to assert the existence of an unknowable being, it is equally irrational to assert the 
existence of its metaphysical corollary: a supernatural being. If knowledge of the unknowable is a 
contradiction, knowledge of the supernatural is a contradiction as well. This has the effect of 
excluding theism from the sphere of rational consideration, in which case atheism wins by default. 

The theist now has two basic alternatives: he can abandon his defense of a supernatural being 
altogether, or he can continue to proclaim the existence of a supernatural being—while arguing that 
this being is knowable, at least to some extent, by the human mind. 

Since the first choice is a surrender to atheism, the second possibility is usually adopted. The 
survival of theism requires an escape from agnosticism and a defense of man’s intellect to 
comprehend god in some manner. This brings us to the Christian conception of God, which, 
especially within the Catholic tradition, has sensed the indefensibility of religious agnosticism and 
has rejected it accordingly. 


53 Ibid. 
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III - The God of Christianity 


1. - An Escape from Agnosticism 

The Christian God (with a capital “G”) is a complex and mysterious creature. Christians debate 
among themselves concerning God’s attributes and the degree to which God’s nature can be 
comprehended by man. There is a strong current in Christian thought which defends the capacity of 
man to know God through reason, especially within the framework of Thomism (the theology of 
Thomas Aquinas). There remains, however, a problem regarding the status of this knowledge. Can 
man have direct knowledge of God’s nature? Christians unanimously answer “no.” Then what is 
the nature and validity of our knowledge of God? In what way is it reliable? 

If we wish to discover the nature of the Christian God, the National Catholic Almanac offers us a 
generous assortment of attributes from which to choose. According to this source, God is 
“almighty, eternal, holy, immortal, immense, immutable, incomprehensible, ineffable, infinite, 
invisible, just, loving, merciful, most high, most wise, omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, 
patient, perfect, provident, supreme, true.” 54 

This is certainly an impressive list, but one problem immediately becomes apparent: included in 
this catalogue of characteristics is “incomprehensible.” One must wonder how it is possible to 
declare God’s incomprehensibility and simultaneously list twenty-two additional attributes. If God 
cannot be comprehended, how can the Christian offer us a string of attributes whose function, 
presumably, is to enable us to understand the nature of God? 

The answer lies in the fact that Christianity, like religious agnosticism and all other varieties of 
theism, maintains that the true nature of God—his essence—lies beyond the reach of man’s reason. 
Whatever knowledge of God we may possess is necessarily deficient in some way. According to 
one Christian: 


“... there is an important element of truth in the mystical view that God is ineffable. 
It arises from a vivid awareness of the transcendence of God and provides a 
salutary warning that finite man can never fully know the essence of God and must 
never expect to comprehend Him in clear and distinct ideas. But to infer from this 
that He is wholly ineffable is to overlook the fact that He is immanent as well as 
transcendent and may be known in a measure through His effects in nature and 
experience.” 55 


Christianity and religious agnosticism thus have a common base: each holds the nature of god to 
be fundamentally u nk nowable. In this respect, Christianity is subject to the preceding critique of the 
unknowable and shares the irrationalism of agnosticism. 

But we must take into account that Christianity attempts to provide some means, however 
inadequate, by which man can know God. The Christian offers some characteristics for his God, so 


54 1968 National Catholic Almanac, edited by Felician A. Foy, O. F. M. (Paterson: St. Anthony’s Guild, 1968), p. 360. 

55 Thomas, Philosophy and Religious Belief, pp. 180-181. 
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he differs from the agnostic in this respect at least. We must now detennine how successful 
Christianity has been in its escape from the unknowable god of agnosticism. 

It is important to note that, although religious agnosticism is blatantly irrational, the agnostic is 
aware of one vital point: to assign attributes to an entity is to limit the capacities of that entity. An 
entity can function only within the context of its nature, and to define the nature of god is to restrict 
the capacities of god to that nature. 

John Hospers describes the agnostic position as follows: 

What can we say truly about God? According to the mystic, nothing at all. Indeed, 
to say anything about God is to limit God. To say that God possesses characteristic 
A is to say that God lacks the characteristic not-A, and to say this is already to limit 
God, who transcends all such distinctions. 56 


Since he wishes to retain the idea of an infinite or unrestricted god, the theistic agnostic refuses to 
assign positive attributes to his god. Rather than run the risk of imposing limits, the agnostic prefers 
to believe in an unknowable god. 

Paul Tillich, by arguing that God cannot be said to exist, exhibits an awareness of this danger. 
Tillich realizes that existence entails a finite nature, and, if God exists, then God must be a finite 
being. While Tillich does not wish to deny the reality of God, he does sense the pitfall involved in 
asserting the existence of God. Merely to state that God exists, that God is a being, is to exclude the 
possibility of an infinite nature—so Tillich resorts to a stance which resembles agnosticism. 

Many Christians wish to avoid agnosticism by assigning characteristics to their deity, but these 
Christians find themselves confronted with a serious dilemma. On the one hand, they favor the 
notion of a supernatural being, a being without restrictions, a being with an infinite nature. On the 
other hand, they want a god with characteristics, a god that can be identified. Therefore, they must 
conceive of a way to give their god a nature while avoiding the consequence of limitations. 

The solution of this difficulty has been the introduction of “unlimited attributes”—characteristics 
of God that do not limit his nature. Hence, we have the traits of omnipotence, omniscience, and 
other limitless qualities whose function is to give substance to the concept of God without 
restricting the nature of God. In this way, the Christian hopes to keep his supernatural being 
without collapsing into the contradiction of agnosticism. 

But this enterprise is doomed from the start. An “unlimited attribute” is a contradiction in terms. 
To specify characteristics is to specify determinate qualities, and these qualities cannot be divorced 
from limitations. Again quoting Feuerbach: “Dread of limitation is dread of existence. All real 
existence ... is qualitative, determinative existence. ... A God who is injured by determinate 
qualities has not the courage and the strength to exist.” 57 

The phenomenon of the “unlimited attribute” is the central epistemological contradiction of the 
Christian God. As we shall see, the attributes of the Christian God cannot withstand critical 
examination; the concept of God is permeated with ambiguities, contradictions and just plain 
nonsense. Most of these flaws stem from the futile effort of the Christian to endow his God with 
unrestricted qualities. The result is an insoluble mixture of finite qualities and an infinite being, 
which transforms the Christian God into a conceptual mess of unequalled dimensions. 


56 John Hospers, An Introduction to Philosophical Analysis, 2nd ed., rev. (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1967), 
p. 482. 

57 Feuerbach, Essence of Christianity, p. 15. 
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When God’s attributes are pushed to the limits of absurdity, the Christian invariably falls back on 
man’s inability to comprehend God. If the atheist complains that omnipotence is impossible, or that 
a benevolent God cannot be reconciled with the existence of evil in the universe, the Christian 
retreats into the unknowable god of agnosticism. Man, we are told, cannot understand the ways of 
God. 

We have now uncovered an important principle: Scratch the surface of a Christian and you will 
find an agnostic. The Christian God is simply the agnostic god with window dressing. The 
characteristics of the Christian God are a first line of defense against agnosticism, but the Christian 
will eventually seek refuge in the claim that his God, like the agnostic god, is unknowable. 

If this is true—if the God of Christianity collapses into agnosticism under scrutiny—then the 
Christian is no better off than the agnostic, and our previous criticisms of agnosticism will apply to 
Christianity as well. The Christian will be expressing the inexpressible, thinking about the 
unthinkable, and presenting knowledge of the unknowable. If this is the case, we must ask the 
Christian to “retreat into silence” or relinquish his belief. And we shall also have demonstrated why 
Christian theism must be rejected by any person with even a shred of respect for reason. 

2. - Knowing the Christian God 

The Christian faces this dilemma: if he wishes to retain the notion of a supernatural being, he must 
insist that God’s nature is incomprehensible. On the other hand, if the Christian wishes to escape 
the plight of agnosticism—which he must to give meaning to the concept of God—he must also 
argue that man is capable of knowing God in some manner. It seems that this is an impossible task, 
but various solutions have been proposed. 

Traditional Christianity offers us two basic ways in which we may discuss the nature of God: (a) 
negatively, by stating what God is not, referred to as negative theology; (b) positively, by stating 
what God is, referred to as affirmative theology. Some theologians have adopted negative theology 
exclusively, while others have employed a combination of both. Our concern is with evaluating the 
success of these approaches in explaining how man can know an unknowable God. 

(a) If one examines the list of attributes quoted earlier from the National Catholic Almanac, one 
will find that many of them are negations; i.e., they specify what God is not. These are derived 
from the via negativa, the negative way, which has a history reaching back to the early Platonic 
influence in Christianity. The negative way was explicitly advocated by Pseudo-Dionysius in the 
latter part of the fifth century A.D., and it achieved prominence with Thomas Aquinas in the 
thirteenth century A.D. The negative way is based on the premise that “we cannot know what God 
is, but rather what He is not.” Negative theology purports to give us an insight to God’s nature by 
specifying which characteristics he cannot possess, thereby differentiating God from finite beings. 

Some of God’s attributes are obviously negative: “immutable” tells us that God does not change; 
“ineffable” tells us that God cannot be described; “infinite” tells us that God is not finite;, 
“invisible” tells us that God is not visible. Even some terms that appear to be positive are 
essentially negative. To say that God is “eternal,” for instance, is to say that God is “not subject to 
temporal succession.” 59 Furthermore, attributes such as “omnipotence” and “omniscience” signify 
capacities without limits, so they also stem (at least partially) from the negative way. 


5S Aquinas, Summa Theologica, First Part, Q. 3, Preface. 

59 F. C. Copleston, Aquinas (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1955), p. 132. 
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The first problem with negative theology is that, if God is described solely in terms of negation, 
it is impossible to distinguish him from non-existence—“any Being which had to be characterized 
entirely in negations would, surely, not be discernible from no Being at all.” 60 God is not matter; 
neither is non-existence. God does not have limitations; neither does non-existence. God is not 
visible; neither is non-existence. God does not change; neither does non-existence. God cannot be 
described; neither can non-existence. And so on down the list of negative predicates. If the theist 
wishes to distinguish his belief in God from the belief in nothing at all, he must give some positive 
substance to the concept of God. 

Moreover, negative theology is incapable of standing by itself. In order to state what God is not, 
one must have prior knowledge of what God is. Without some positive idea of his nature, it is 
impossible to determine which characteristics cannot belong to God. If God’s nature is a complete 
blank to man, the Christian cannot list qualities that are supposedly incompatible with that nature. 
Nothing can be known to be incompatible with the unknowable. 

How does the Christian know that limits are incompatible with God’s nature? Why is it not 
possible for God to be a material, visible organism? On what basis is it claimed that God cannot be 
a finite creature? Why does change conflict with the nature of God? These and similar questions 
cannot be answered without some positive reference to the nature of God. 

We see, therefore, that negative theology presupposes the validity of affirmative theology; the 
negative predicates are possible only if it is possible to know their positive counterparts. If God 
cannot be known in some positive way, God cannot be known at all—which throws us into blatant 
agnosticism. 

It is important to recognize that the negative way is the vehicle whereby the Christian presents 
his “unlimited attributes.” Characteristics such as infinite, ineffable and immaterial give the 
appearance of providing God with attributes without imposing restrictions on him. In actuality, 
however, these characteristics simply push the idea of God beyond man’s comprehension; they are 
thinly veiled agnosticism. 

If one were to list the essential traits of man’s knowledge of reality and then negate each of these 
traits, one would arrive at the negative attributes of the Christian God. Defining God with negative 
terminology may be described as the “non-everything-man-knows” technique. Man, when he 
perceives reality, is aware of finite, limited existence—but God is infinite and unlimited. Man 
perceives material organisms with limited capacities—but God is immaterial with unrestricted 
capacities. Man perceives a world of change—but God is unchanging. Man perceives a knowable, 
natural universe—but God is an unknowable, supernatural being. 

If one set out with single-minded devotion to undercut man’s conceptual ability, one could not do 
better than to posit the Christian God and demand that men believe in him. God is the negation, the 
exact reversal, of how man perceives reality. 

To say that God is not this or that appears to provide a partial answer to the question, “What is 
God?” But when the “this” and “that” refer to the entire context of man’s knowledge, negative 
theology pushes God into agnosticism, and our question remains unanswered. 

Infinite, ineffable, immaterial—these and similar characteristics must be negative; if one attempts 
to express them positively (while retaining their intended context and meaning), one will be 
enmeshed in a maze of contradictions. What concept could express existence without limitations, 
when limits are entailed by the concept of existence itself? How can one conceive, in positive 
terms, of an unknowable being which one knows to exist? How can one conceptualize existence 


60 Flew, God and Philosophy, p. 30. Cf. Antony Flew, “Theology and Falsification,” New Essays in Philosophical 
Theology’, pp. 96-99. 
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apart from matter, energy and their derivatives (such as consciousness), when these are the only 
kinds of existence of which we have knowledge? 

The answer is simple: we cannot conceive of these things, nor can we conceive of God’s other 
negative qualities—nor will we ever be able to conceive of them. The illusion of qualities without 
limitations relies on the cloak of negation; when the privilege of dealing solely with negations is 
denied, there is no possible way to express the concept of an “unlimited attribute.” To assign 
characteristics to a being is to define, limit and restrict the nature of that being. As previously 
argued, an “unlimited attribute” is a contradiction in terms. 

While the negative way logically presupposes positive knowledge of God’s nature, most of 
God’s negative qualities, because they entail the inherent contradiction of the “unlimited attribute,” 
cannot be translated into positive terms. The negative attributes of God do not provide us with any 
real knowledge of God’s nature; they are mere pseudo-attributes. Implicit within these 
characteristics is the premise: “reason will never understand this.” 

When the contradiction of the “unlimited attribute” is flushed from its hiding place in negative 
theology, we see that the God of the via negativa is just as incomprehensible, if not more so, than 
the mystical god of agnosticism. The negative way is a cardboard prop of Christianity to conceal its 
unknowable God. When this prop collapses, theistic agnosticism emerges, complete with its 
package of contradictions and nonsensical utterances. 

(b) Many theologians use negative theology in conjunction with affirmative theology, which 
allegedly permits the Christian to ascribe positive qualities to his God. If these approaches are 
combined, it is claimed that we can avoid the dilemma of agnosticism. 

Aquinas applied such terms as “knowledge,” “life,” “will,” “love,” “justice and mercy,” and 
“power” to the concept of God, and these qualities are clearly positive in nature. But we still have 
serious problems. Most of the positive qualities commonly attributed to God are of secondary 
importance because they refer to God’s personality rather than his metaphysical nature as an 
existing being. To say that God is loving or merciful is not equivalent to claiming that he is infinite 
or ineffable, so we have an imbalance between the positive and negative approaches. 

Wisdom, love, knowledge, power—these may be fine qualities, but just what are they qualities 
of? What is the nature of the being possessing them? Affirmative theology, if it is to rescue God 
from the oblivion of the unknowable, must accomplish more than list secondary characteristics. If it 
cannot, affirmative theology is, at best, a useless device. 

In addition, the God of affirmative theology is beset by a problem of long historical standing 
from which he cannot escape. All of the supposedly positive qualities of God arise in a distinctively 
human context of finite existence, and when wrenched from this context to apply to a supernatural 
being, they cease to have meaning. 

To illustrate this problem, consider the following questions: When the Christian says that God is 
alive, does he mean that God is alive in the same sense as natural organisms? If so, God must be a 
material entity who will eventually die. When God is said to be wise or to possess knowledge, is 
this the conceptual knowledge with which man is familiar? If so, God is capable of error and can 
acquire his knowledge only through mental effort. When God is said to have a certain power or 
capacity, is this power similar to the concept as we understand it? If so, God must be limited. When 
God is said to be loving, is this a love with which we are familiar? If so, God must have emotions 
with which to feel passion. 

If the Christian wishes to use positive characteristics for God while retaining their meaning, he 
must reduce his God to a manlike or anthropomorphic level. On the other hand, if these predicates 
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do not mean the same when applied to God as they do when applied to natural entities, then they 
assume some unknown, mysterious meaning and are virtually emptied of their significance. In this 
event, God is pushed into agnosticism. Frederick Ferr’ describes the theistic dilemma as follows: 

The theist is caught in a cross fire. Either human language is allowed to retain its 
meaning, drawn from human experience of the finite, in which case it cannot be 
about the God of theism, who is not supposed either to be finite or to be properly 
describable in finite terms; or language, “purified” of its anthropocentric roots, is 
emptied of meaning for human beings, in which case it can be neither human 
language nor—for us—“about” God. 61 


The Christian is faced with an either-or situation. Either we can use human language to speak 
meaningfully of God (in which case God cannot differ in kind from finite existence), or human 
language cannot be applied to God at all (in which case the word “God” becomes meaningless). By 
stipulating that God is supernatural and unknowable, the Christian effectively removes God from 
the domain of language and communication—thereby removing himself from the context of 
rational consideration. 

This objection has a distinguished past. It has been discussed by theologians for centuries, and it 
still occupies a place of importance in theological debates. The most ambitious effort to rescue God 
from the anthropomorphic-agnostic dilemma is the doctrine of analogy. This doctrine has been 
proposed in various forms, some of which are too technical for the present discussion. 62 We shall 
be concerned with it in its most widely used fonnat, which may be summarized as follows: 

When we apply positive qualities to God such as “wise” or “loving” or “good,” 
argues the Christian, we do not use them with the same meaning as when we apply 
them to finite existence, nor do we use them with completely different and 
unrelated meanings. Rather, we predicate these qualities analogically; i.e., we base 
them on a resemblance between God and finite entities. 


Since God is incomprehensible, we cannot examine God’s characteristics, compare them with 
man’s characteristics, and then conclude that God and man have certain traits in common. Anyway, 
if this were possible, we would already have direct knowledge of God’s nature prior to the 
comparison, which would eliminate the need for analogy. How, then, can the Christian claim a 
resemblance between God and man? 

We must remember that a supernatural being differs in kind from finite existence, not merely in 
degree. This unbridgeable gap between God and man prevents the Christian from arguing that God 
possesses the same qualities as man, but to a greater extent. God is not a superman; the “goodness” 
of God is not the goodness of man magnified to a tremendous degree, nor is the “intelligence” of 
God a kind of exaggerated human genius. God and man are diametrically different species, so there 
can be no intrinsic similarities between the attributes of God and the attributes of man. 

We see, therefore, that the analogy between God and man cannot stem from similarities in their 
natures. No such resemblance is possible. At this point, the doctrine of analogy becomes rather 


61 Ferr’, Language, Logic and God, p. 68. 

62 For a detailed discussion of analogy, see R. P. Phillips, Modern Thomistic Philosophy (Westminster: The Newman 
Press, 1950), Vol.ll, pp. 166-173. Cf. F. C. Copleston.T History of Philosophy (New York: Image Books, 1962), Vol. 
II, Part II, pp. 70-78. 
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slippery. It seems that analogy “involves the possession of the attribute by both God and man, but 
each possesses it in a mode proportionate to his nature.” 63 D. J. B. Hawkins elaborates as follows: 

“... while there cannot be a proportion of the finite to the infinite, there can be 
within both the finite and the infinite proportions which are similar. Thus the divine 
goodness is to God as human goodness is to man, and the divine wisdom is to God 
as human wisdom is to man, and, in general, the divine attributes are to God as the 
analogous finite qualities are to finite things.” 64 


According to this model, the resemblance between God and man is that just as man possesses 
qualities in a mode appropriate to his finite nature, so God possesses qualities in a mode 
appropriate to his infinite nature. God’s qualities are to God as man’s qualities are to man; this is 
the similarity between God and man. 

We have examined this doctrine of analogy (usually referred to as the “analogy of 
proportionality”) because of its historical significance, not because of any intrinsic merit. As an 
alleged “middle-way” between the extremes of anthropomorphism and agnosticism, the way of 
analogy is a dismal failure. It has been so thoroughly discredited by philosophers that few 
theologians outside the mainstream of Thomism care to defend it. We shall discuss only its major 
flaws, and even these in the briefest terms possible. 

To begin with, it is difficult to understand what the doctrine of analogy is supposed to 
accomplish. We are concerned with the meaning of positive attributes when applied to God, and the 
way of analogy tells us that God possesses these attributes in a mode proportionate to his nature. 
But what does this solve? We have not advanced one step closer toward understanding such terms 
as “wisdom,” “knowledge,” and “love” when these are predicated of God. 

To illustrate the doctrine of analogy, Christians sometimes point to the manner in which we apply 
common qualities to man and lower life forms. For instance, we may call a dog “loyal,” 
“intelligent,” and “loving,” and we also apply these terms to man. Now it is obvious that there are 
certain similarities between dog and man—since both belong to the genus of “mammal”—that 
pennit us to describe them with the same terms; but it is equally obvious that there are vast 
differences between the two species, so we do not mean these terms in precisely the same sense. 
Therefore, concludes the Christian, we predicate these qualities to dogs analogically. We say that a 
dog possesses intelligence within the context of his nature and capacities as a dog, just as man 
possesses intelligence within the context of his nature and capacities as a man. 65 Extending this 
model to God, we also say that God possesses his qualities in a manner appropriate to his nature as 
an infinite being. 

This attempt at clarification is doomed to failure. Even if we grant that words such as 
“intelligence” and “loyalty” can be applied to animals “analogically” (which is itself an unclear 
claim), we at least know what we are talking about when we use the tenn “dog.” If we say that a 
dog possesses a quality in proportion to its nature, we at least possess knowledge of its nature. In 
other words, before we attempt to apply analogical predicates to a dog, we have firsthand, 
nonanalogical knowledge of what we mean by the word “dog.” Unfortunately, we are not similarly 
privileged when it comes to God. 


63 Thomas, Philosophy and Religious Belief, p. 189. 

64 D. J. B. Hawkins, The Essentials of Theism (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1950), p. 95. 

65 See, Hick, Philosophy of Religion, pp. 79-80. 
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To say that “the divine goodness is to God as human goodness is to man” is quite meaningless 
without some direct knowledge of God’s nature. We kn ow what man is, and we know what it 
means to ascribe goodness to man. But we do not know what God is, nor can we know what it 
means to ascribe goodness to God. As W.T. Blackstone points out, “if one is to know analogically 
something of God (or any other object), then one must know something of God (or any other 
object) literally.” 66 Analogical knowledge of God’s nature presupposes nonanalogical knowledge 
of God’s nature. 

If the Christian God is unknowable and completely different in kind from finite existence, we can 
have no idea of what it means to ascribe a positive quality to his nature—analogically or 
otherwise—because we have no knowledge of that nature. To say that an “unie” possesses wisdom 
in proportion to its nature—while stipulating that such wisdom is different in kind from man’s 
wisdom and that the nature of an “unie” is unknowable—contributes nothing to our understanding 
of “unie” or to the meaning of attributes when applied to an “unie.” And so it is with the Christian 
God. We might just as well claim that God is “yellow” or “slimely,” while stipulating, of course, 
that these qualities do not mean the same when applied to God as when applied to man, and that 
God possesses them in a mode appropriate to his infinite nature. 

As long as the Christian God remains in the realm of the unknowable, as long as he is totally 
different in kind from anything with which we have experience, we can never meaningfully ascribe 
positive qualities to God. To say that God is “good” or “wise” is to say nothing more than some 
unknowable being possesses some unknown qualities in an unknowable way. The positive qualities 
of God only repeat, in a somewhat devious fashion, that God is beyond man’s comprehension. As 
one theologian cryptically admits, “God is so far from being meaningless that its real meaning is 
more positive than anything we can comprehend.” 67 

The doctrine of analogy notwithstanding, affirmative theology is unable to rescue God from the 
oblivion of agnosticism. Like the negative predicates, the positive attributes of God are simply the 
means by which the Christian dresses up—and hopefully disguises—his unknowable God. 

3. - God and Intelligibility 

In attempting to provide us with knowledge of an unknowable God, the Christian faces 
insurmountable obstacles. Negative and positive theology fail to provide us with a method of 
knowing God, so they cannot give us the needed escape from agnosticism. We shall now examine 
the major attributes of the Christian God, which will enable us to see in concrete terms how the 
Christian God collapses into agnosticism—and from there into irrationalism. 

Before dealing with the specific qualities, some preliminary groundwork is necessary. We 
obviously cannot accept the proposed attributes of God uncritically; we must determine if they are 
intelligible. It does not help us to say that God possesses the attribute “x” unless we understand the 
meaning of “x.” If we are told that an “unie” is “blooey,” this does not enable us to understand the 
nature of an “unie”; instead of one unknown word, we are now facing two. 

Our task is to critically evaluate the meaning and use of God’s attributes in order to determine the 
intelligibility of their sum: the concept of God. To achieve this end, we must subject each attribute 
to one or more of the following questions: 


66 Blackstone, The Problem of Religious Knowledge, p. 66. 

67 Hawkins, Essentials of Theism, p. 96. 
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(a) Is the attribute internally consistent—i.e., does it contain any self-contradictions? Consistency 
is the backbone of intelligibility. If a proposed quality entails a self-contradiction, it cannot possibly 
exist, and any being said to possess this quality cannot possibly exist. 

(b) Is the attribute consistent with the other proposed attributes of God? While it makes sense to 
say that an “unie” is square or that an “unie” is circular, it is nonsense to suggest that an “unie” is 
square and circular at the same time and in the same respect. A being with these incompatible 
qualities cannot possibly exist. 

If the concept of God contains contradictory attributes, we may state—with certainty—that God 
does not exist. 

(c) Is the attribute applied within the proper context? Concepts do not exist in a vacuum; they are 
derived within a specific framework and retain their meaning only within that framework. For 
example, we use the term “red” to describe the color of an object, but suppose that we offered “red” 
as the shape of an object. Although “red” is a meaningful word, when applied to this improper 
context, it becomes unintelligible. 

We have discussed the problems involved in applying concepts derived from our knowledge of 
finite existence to a supernatural being who, in the words of one Christian theologian, “has 
absolutely nothing in common with finite creatures.” Due to this radical shift in context, ordinary 
words, such as “good” and “wise,” become meaningless when applied to God. 

(d) Does the attribute give us positive knowledge of God’s nature? We cannot be content with an 
attribute of God if it merely tells us what God is not. As we have seen, before the Christian can 
state what God is not, he must have some idea of what God is—and it is with this more 
fundamental knowledge that we are concerned. 

(e) Is the attribute knowable? This question is crucial. We are examining the attributes of God on 
the assumption that they are intended to give us a coherent grasp of God’s nature, and this is 
possible only if the attributes themselves are comprehensible. If they are unknowable, they are 
useless as qualities. We cannot come to know an unknowable God through unknowable 
characteristics. 

(f) Is the attribute compatible with known facts? This question does not affect the intelligibility 
of the concept of God as such, but it is relevant to establishing the possibility of God’s existence. If, 
for example, we are told that God is the omnibenevolent creator of the universe, we may find this 
incompatible with the fact of suffering and pain. And if this is the case, we may conclude that God 
does not exist. 

Equipped with these basic, interrelated questions, we shall now turn to the specific characteristics 
of the Christian God. 

4. - God, Being and Existence 

The first group of attributes that we shall consider are of particular importance, because they refer 
to God’s nature as a metaphysical being. These are characteristics of God’s nature as an (allegedly) 
existing being, in contrast to his powers and personality quirks. If we are to salvage the Christian 
God, it is crucial that these characteristics withstand critical evaluation. 

(a) The Old Testament tells us that God, cleverly disguised as a burning bush, carried on the 
following conversation with Moses: 
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... Moses said to God, “If I come to the people of Israel and say to them, ‘The God 
of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what 
shall I say to them?” God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.” (Exodus 3:13-14) 


God’s cryptic response to Moses sparked a flurry of theological speculation among medieval 
Christians, but according to their translation, God gave his name as “HE WHO IS.” Augustine 
interpreted this to mean that God never changes, while Aquinas understood it to designate the 
identity of God’s essence with his existence. 

The explanation of Aquinas gained wide acceptance, and it remains standard fare today among 
many theologians. According to Aquinas, “HE WHO IS” expresses “the most proper name of 
God,” and many theologians consider this name to be “the formal constituent of the Divine 
Nature.” Insofar as we can capture the essence of God, “HE WHO IS” is best suited to this task. 

“God,” explains Aquinas, “is His own being”; his “essence is His being” “HE WHO IS” means 
that there is no distinction between the essence of God and the existence of God; they are identical. 
God’s essence is existence. As one Thomist writes: 

... what is characteristic of God, as distinguished from creatures, is, from our point 
of view, the fact that His essence is not distinct from His Existence, but is His 
Existence. 69 


Aquinas borrowed the metaphysics of Aristotle and altered it somewhat to accommodate 
Christianity, and one cannot fully understand the distinction between essence and existence without 
a background in the complex Aristotelian-Thomistic framework. Since a digression of this kind is 
not desirable, we shall have to simplify as follows: “Essence” ( essentia ) refers to what a thing is; 

70 

“existence” {esse) refers to that a thing is. 

Essence, for Aquinas, is the nature or whatness of a substance; it is what makes a thing the kind 
of thing it is. Man is a “rational animal”; this is his essence, this is what makes him a “man.” 

Existence, for Aquinas, is that which makes an essence real and gives it actual existence. We 
may define the essence of a unicorn without implying that unicorns actually exist, whereas with a 
horse, we can specify that it exists in addition to what it is. In every finite substance, Aquinas 
maintains that there is a distinction to be made between the whatness and thatness—and this is 
basically the distinction between essence and existence. 

The essence-existence dichotomy applies to every being except God. Since God is “altogether 
simple” and is not composed of parts, there can be no distinction between his essence and 
existence. Unlike finite creatures, what God is cannot be conceptually divorced from the fact that 
he exists. His nature is existence as such or, as it is sometimes put, “necessary being.” In technical 
terms, God is If sum esse subsistens —self-subsisting existence. This is the essence of God and the 
“fundamental principle of the Divine attributes.” 

The importance of this attribute cannot be overemphasized. From the identity of God’s essence 
and existence, theologians go on to deduce other qualities of God, such as “infinitude,” 


6S Aquinas, Summa Theologica, First Part, Q. 13, A. 11. 

69 Phillips, Modern Thomistic Philosophy, p. 306. 

70 For an explanation of the Thomistic distinction between essence and existence, see: Knut Tranoy, “Thomas 
Aquinas,” A Critical History of Western Philosophy, edited by D. J. O’Connor (New York: The Free Press of Glencoe, 
1964), pp. 106-107. 
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“perfection” and “immutability.” Therefore, we must determine to what extent this attribute gives 
meaning to the concept of God. 

A thorough critique of the above would necessitate a detailed examination and criticism of 
Thomistic metaphysics. We would have to discuss, not only the distinction between essence and 
existence, but also the Aristotelian dichotomies of substance-accident, matter-form, and potency- 
act. And finally, we would require a thorough critique of the Thomistic myth of necessary versus 
contingent existence. This formidable task clearly falls beyond our present scope, but we can 
accomplish our goal in a much less complicated fashion. 

To say that God’s essence is identical with his existence completely fails as an attribute or 
description of God because it cannot fulfill condition (e) of the preceding section. If we ask the 
Christian, “Is this characteristic of God knowable to man?—i.e., Can we grasp its meaning?” the 
answer will be “no.” And this cuts the ground from under this attempt to give content to the 
concept of God. 

Without criticizing the metaphysics of Aquinas, let us see what he is trying to establish. First, he 
tells us that we distinguish between the essence and existence of a substance, that this is a method 
by which man perceives and gains knowledge of reality. This distinction is how we make sense of 
things; it is a condition of understanding. 

Second, Aquinas tells us that we cannot distinguish between God’s essence and existence. What 
is being asserted here? Simply that God is unlike anything with which we are familiar. Since man 
comprehends in terms of essence and existence? and since we cannot apply these categories to 
God—we cannot comprehend God. A basic distinction which we use to understand reality cannot 
be applied to God, which renders him incomprehensible. 

There is no need to argue this point; it is freely admitted by Aquinas: “... to know the self- 
subsistent being ... is beyond the natural power of any created intellect.” Sympathetic interpreters of 
Aquinas agree. Referring to the identity of essence and existence, F.C. Copleston writes: “We 
cannot fonn any clear concept of what this is; for we inevitably distinguish between essence and 
existence, between what a thing is and the fact that it exists.” 71 Etienne Gilson makes the same 
observation more forcefully: 

... since we can in no way conceive of an essence which is only an act-of-being, we 
can in no way conceive of what God is, even with the help of such attributes. To 
make St. Thomas say that we have at least an imperfect knowledge of what God is 
is to betray his expressly stated thought. Indeed, he not only says that the vision of 
the divine essence is not given to us here below, but he states clearly that “there is 
something pertaining to God which is entirely unknown to man in this life, namely, 
what God is.” 72 (Emphasis added.) 


Despite the complicated maneuvers of Christian theologians to escape from agnosticism, despite 
the abstract dissertations and impressive sounding attributes of God, it always comes down to this: 
the nature of God is “entirely unknown” to man. The characteristic under consideration—the 
identity of God’s essence and existence—is nothing more than an extremely complicated way of 
conceding the very point which we are attempting to prove: namely, that the concept of God is 
without cognitive content. The Christian cannot give substance and meaning to the term “God”; it 
is a blank, an unknowable “something.” 


71 Copleston, Aquinas, p. 141. 

72 Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas (New York: Random House, 1956), p. 107. 
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The “HE WHO IS” of theologians is strikingly similar to the technique of negative theology. It 
takes the basic conceptual framework by which man understands reality and then negates the entire 
framework, while claiming that this captures the essence of God. It says, in effect, “Consider the 
basic concepts which you need to comprehend reality and understand the world around you. Now 
contradict each of those concepts—and there you have the nature of God. God is that which you 
cannot understand.” 

The identification of God’s essence with his existence is not intended to tell us what God is; it is 
intended to inform us that we will never know what God is. “Insofar as God is He Who Is,” states 
one theologian, “... He is superintelligible [a euphemism for unintelligible.]” 73 “The very uttering of 
the name which is not and cannot be clear to us,” asserts Copleston, “reminds us of the divine 
mystery and of the divine transcendence beyond all finite things.” 74 

The Thomistic interpretation of HE WHO IS, instead of eliminating agnosticism, actually 
reinforces it. Since we are attempting to bury the Christian God by reducing him to the void of the 
unknowable, this alleged characteristic of God adds another nail to his coffin. The theologians are 
killing God in their attempt to save him. 

(b) The Christian God is commonly described as “immaterial” or “incorporeal”; he is not composed 
of matter. Little needs to be said concerning this characteristic, because it is subject to the previous 
criticisms of negative theology. “Immaterial” tells us what God is not, that he is not composed of 
matter, but it does not tell us what God is. 

Moreover, the notion of an “immaterial being” entails a contradiction and cannot be expressed in 
positive terms. We cannot imagine an “immaterial being” because the concept of “matter” is 
essential to our concept of “being.” God, claims the Christian, is a “being”—but he does not 
occupy space, he does not have dimensions, and he cannot be perceived, measured or detected in 
any way. And these qualifications render the concept of “being” vacuous. 

The theologian may object here, pointing out that many words—such as “justice” and 
“consciousness”—do not signify material objects. The referents of these and many other words are 
immaterial, so why should the atheist complain when God is also said to be immaterial? 

While it is true that “justice” and “consciousness” do not designate material beings, the theist 
must remember that they do not refer to immaterial beings either. “Justice” is a moral abstraction 
derived from various aspects of man’s nature and social interactions. “Consciousness” refers to the 
state of awareness exhibited by particular living organisms. “Justice” and “consciousness” are not 
material entities, but they depend on matter for their existence. God, on the other hand, does not 
depend on matter in any way; he exists in his own right as an independent being. In this context, 
however, “immaterial” is stripped of meaning. 

“Immaterial” does not describe another kind of existence; it negates the concept of existence as 
we understand it. It is a mistake to suppose that all the theologian means by “immaterial” is that 
God is not composed of atoms, molecules, energy, and so on (although this is part of what he 
means). Translated into epistemological terms, “immaterial” stands in contradistinction to the 
knowable; it designates that which man cannot perceive or comprehend. The basic objection to 
“immaterial” is that it does nothing more than specify that man cannot understand God. To say that 
God is “nonmatter” is to say that we can have no sensory experience of God and that we can never 
conceive of him. This characteristic, therefore, simply throws us into agnosticism. 


73 Kreyche, God and Reality, p. 18. 

74 Copleston, Aquinas, p. 141. 
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(c) The third major characteristic of God—“infinitude”—is the catchall, the universal modifier of 
Christian theology. God is not merely a being; he is infinite being. God is not merely good; he is 
infinite goodness. God is not merely wise; he is infinite wisdom. And so on down the list. God is 
exaggeration run amuck. 

A detailed examination of “infinite” is unnecessary here, because it carries a simple 
epistemological message. As a negative term, it signifies “without limits”—and since everything of 
which man is aware has limits, “infinite” tells us that God is forever beyond our comprehension. 
This is the chief culprit of the “unlimited attribute” and the “non-everything-man-knows” 
technique. 

Theologians are the first to admit that we cannot understand the infinite, so there is no need to 
belabor the point. But there is an interesting twist to this characteristic. Many theologians follow 
Aquinas in arguing that God is not unknowable as such, but, on the contrary, is “supremely 
knowable.” God, Aquinas explains, is “infinitely knowable,” and to comprehend God would be to 
know him to an “infinite degree.” But, continues Aquinas, “it is impossible for any created intellect 
to know God in an infinite degree. Hence it is impossible that it should comprehend God.” 75 God is 
more than we can understand, just as “the sun, which is supremely visible, cannot be seen by the 
bat by reason of its excess of light.” 

God is infinite, but man’s comprehension is finite, so we have an overflow of the divine nature. 
God is more than we can pack into the limited mind of man. Thus, instead of characterizing God as 
unintelligible, theologians prefer to speak of him as “superintelligible.” 

We are now asked to believe, not that God is unknowable, but that he is “infinitely knowable.” 
He is thus comprehensible to an “infinite intellect” such as himself. But since we cannot understand 
the infinite, since an “infinite intellect” itself must be unknowable, to say that God is “infinitely 
knowable” is to say that he is “knowable” in some unknowable fashion—which is to acknowledge 
that he is incomprehensible, period. There can be no valid distinction between the unknowable to 
man and the unknowable per se. The attempt of Aquinas and other theologians to draw this 
distinction, their preference to speak of God as “superintelligible” rather than unintelligible, is 
theological double-talk in all of its splendor. It does not move us any closer to understanding the 
concept of God. 

After examining the three major characteristics of the Christian God, we see that they are based 
primarily on the “negative way” and share the basic faults of negative theology. These “attributes” 
are themselves incomprehensible, and they only serve to plunge us further into agnosticism. 

Since the essential characteristics of God cannot be rationally defended, we would be justified in 
stopping at this point and rejecting the concept of God as irrational. But for further corroboration 
that the Christian God is simply the agnostic god incognito, we shall turn to the alleged capacities 
of God, and finally to the notion that God is all-good. 

5. - The Powers of God 

(a) Perhaps the most intriguing capacity of the Christian God is his omnipotence. God is all- 
powerful; he can do anything. Omnipotence is a hybrid attribute, a combination of negative and 
positive theology. God has “power” (a positive idea) “without restrictions” (a negative idea). These 
dual elements make omnipotence susceptible on two fronts, because it shares the flaws of both 
negative and positive theology. 

^ Aquinas, Summa Theologica, First Part, Q. 12, A. 7. 

76 Ibid., First Part, Q. 12, A. 1. 
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What does “omnipotence” mean? Does “all-powerful” mean that God can do literally anything? 
Can he create a square-circle? A married bachelor? To admit these possibilities leads to insuperable 
difficulties. Since these things are logically impossible, they cannot exist—and any being with the 
supposed capacity to create the logically impossible must himself be logically impossible. To say 
that God can do anything, even the logically impossible, is to push one’s God into the realm of that 
which cannot possibly exist. 

This problem is an obvious one, and sophisticated theologians have attempted to deal with it. 
Their solution has been to deny the capacity of God to accomplish the logically impossible, while 
claiming that this does not detract from his omnipotence. 77 

In short, God’s omnipotence is usually interpreted to mean that God can do anything that is 
conceivable—anything, for instance, that can be drawn or animated in a cartoon. No artist, however 
skilled, can draw a square-circle; this is a logical impossibility. But an artist can draw the 
transformation of an acom into a theologian, or he can illustrate a cat giving birth to elephants—so 
these are deemed to be “logically possible” and thus within the scope of God’s power. If we can 
imagine it, God can do it. 

Despite the fact that many philosophers wish to label the growth of an acom into a theologian as 
a “logical possibility,” I consider this notion, or any similar to it, to be a travesty of the word 
“possibility.” The fact that we can imagine the mysterious and causeless transformation of an acorn 
into a theologian does not change the nature of an acorn, a theologian—or any part of reality. 

It is important to realize that an entity has a specific nature, specific attributes, that make it the 
kind of thing it is, and that delimit the actions open to that entity. To suggest that an acorn can 
possess a certain set of characteristics and yet act in a manner which is totally incompatible with 
those characteristics is, I submit, a contradiction—and it is a contradiction which is as fully 
impossible as any so-called “logical contradiction.” 

To accept the idea of an omnipotent God, one must believe that it is in some way “possible” for 
an entity to act in contradiction to its nature. In a universe containing an omnipotent being, any 
action would be open to any entity at any time upon the bidding of God. Causality would be a 
sham, and rational explanation would crumble. 

It is into this chaotic world that one must plunge if one wishes to speak of God as omnipotent: a 
universe without identity, a universe of the unintelligible and the unknowable—a Walt Disney 
wonderland where pumpkins can turn into coaches, oranges into spaceships, and women into pillars 
of salt. 

Let us explore the implications of omnipotence in more detail. In an examination of theism, John 
Stuart Mill concludes that there is some evidence of intelligent planning in nature, and in this 
respect he concurs with most Christians. But Mill recognizes a point which most Christians do 
not—namely, that “every indication of design in the cosmos is so much evidence against the 
omnipotence of the designer.” Mill rejects omnipotence as an attribute of his god, and his argument 
deserves to be quoted at length: 


77 According to Aquinas, “... since power is said in reference to possible things, this phrase, ‘God can do all things,’ is 
rightly understood to mean that God can do all things that are possible. ...” Therefore, “whatever implies contradiction 
does not come within the scope of omnipotence because it cannot have the aspect of possibility. Hence it is better to say 
that such things cannot be done, than that God cannot do them.” (Summa Theologica, First Part, Q. 25, A. 3.) As 
Hawkins puts it: “It is no limitation upon the power of the Almighty to say that God cannot produce the meaningless.” 
(Essentials of Theism, p. 99.) For a technical discussion of omnipotence, see James F. Ross, Philosophical Theology> 
(Indianapolis and New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Co., Inc., 1969), pp. 195-221. 
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what is meant by design? Contrivance: the adaptation of means to an end. But 
the necessity for contrivance—the need of employing means—is a consequence of 
the limitation of power. Who would have recourse to means if to attain his end his 
mere word was sufficient? The very idea of means implies that the means have an 
efficacy which the direct action of the being who employs them has not. Otherwise 
they are not means but an encumbrance. ... if the employment of contrivance is in 
itself a sign of limited power, how much more so is the careful and skillful choice 
of contrivances? Can any wisdom be shown in the selection of means when the 
means have no efficacy but what is given them by the will of him who employs 
them, and when his will could have bestowed the same efficacy on any other 
means? Wisdom and contrivance are shown in overcoming difficulties, and there is 
no room for them in a being for whom no difficulties exist.” 78 


Although Mill was wrong in supposing that the universe exhibits intelligent planning, the above 
passage effectively brings out the problems inherent within the concept of omnipotence. As Mill 
points out, there can be no obstacles to divine omnipotence—no difficulties that God must 
overcome—because God’s “will” is sufficient to produce any effect. The necessity of employing 
means to accomplish an end is the consequence of limited power; therefore, God cannot be said to 
employ means in any sense. Extending this argument, we also realize that God cannot be said to act 
in any manner, because actions are required only of a being who must resort to some means in 
order to accomplish a given end. Nor can God be said to have any kind of purpose, because 
“purpose” entails unfulfilled desires or goals—and these concepts cannot apply to an omnipotent 
being. 

To imagine an omnipotent being, we must imagine a being who has some mysterious “power” to 
do anything, but who does not employ means, does not act, and does not have any purpose. In other 
words, the concept of omnipotence attempts to exclude God from causality. In some unknowable 
way, God brings about effects without resorting to causal processes. How would God “cause” an 
acom to grow into a theologian? Or how would God “cause” a cat to give birth to miniature 
elephants? The Christian, unable to answer these questions, resorts to the pseudo-cause of God’s 
will; if God wills something, it happens, mysteriously, inexplicably. The power of God, as most 
Christians freely admit, is totally unlike any power with which we are familiar. It is different in 
kind and lies completely beyond the scope of man’s comprehension. 

We see, then, that omnipotence does not merely entail power, as we understand it, magnified to a 
tremendous degree; rather, omnipotence is an altogether different kind of power, one that lies 
beyond our intellectual grasp. To accept omnipotence, we must accept effects without causes and 
consequences without means. And this is tantamount to magic. 

Because the “power” of God is totally beyond the framework that gives meaning to this concept, 
omnipotence simply tells us that God—an unknowable being—does things in an unknowable way 
through some unknowable nonprocesses. We cannot understand the meaning of omnipotence, so it 
seems that we are once again face to face with undiluted agnosticism. 

(b) The Christian God is commonly said to be omniscient; he knows everything? past, present and 
future. Here again we are facing a hybrid characteristic, one that is partially positive and partially 
negative. Omniscience entails knowledge without limits. 


7S John Stuart Mill, Theism, edited by Richard Taylor, pp. 33-34. (First printed 1874. Reprinted by The Bobbs-Merrill 
Co., Inc., Indianapolis and New York, 1957.) 
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The first problem with omniscience is that it cannot be reconciled with any theory of free will in 
man. If one believes in an omniscient being, one cannot consistently hold that man has volitional 
control over his actions. If God knows the future with infallible certainty, the future is 
predetennined, and man is impotent to change it. 

Some theologians (such as Calvin) have enthusiastically embraced predestination, but most 
theologians, sensing the enormous problems entailed by this doctrine, have attempted to defend 
some theory of volition. Without volition, morality becomes meaningless: we cannot blame or 
praise a man for an action over which he has no control. Without volition, the Christian scheme of 
salvation is a farce; men are predestined for either heaven or hell, and they have no voice in the 
matter. Why does God create men only to save some arbitrarily, and damn others? Why does the 
Christian bother to proselytize, since men cannot help what they believe anyway? The problems 
that arise for theology if it affirms predestination are unsolvable, but they necessarily ensue when 
omniscience is attributed to God. 

Christian theologians have grappled with this problem for centuries. It is even discussed in the 
Bible by Paul, who writes of those who are “predestined to be conformed to the image of his 
[God’s] Son ...” (Romans 8:29). According to Paul, God “has mercy upon whomever he wills, and 
he hardens the heart of whomever he wills” (Romans 9:18). But this raises obvious difficulties. 

You will say to me then, ‘Why does he still find fault? For who can resist his will?’ (Romans 
9:19) 

These are important questions, but Paul quickly brushes them aside with characteristic 
indignation. 

But, who are you, a man, to answer back to God? Will what is molded say to its molder, ‘Why 
have you made me thus?’ Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one 
vessel for beauty and another for menial use? (Romans 9:20-21) 

Significantly, Paul makes no attempt to defend God from the charge of unfairness; rather, he 
cites God’s absolute authority over man and asserts, in effect, that what God decides to do with 
man is none of man’s business. 

Theologians have devised a number of unsuccessful ways to reconcile omniscience and free will. 
One method is to argue that God’s foreknowledge does not “impose” itself on the course of events, 
and God knows a free action “according to the nature of the event itself—which is free.” This, of 
course, solves nothing, because it evades the central issue. How can an event be “free” in the first 
place, if God has infallible knowledge of it prior to its happening? Another approach has been to 
argue that “God does not exist in time at all” 80 —but this serves only to strengthen agnosticism. 
Other attempts at reconciliation are similarly unimpressive, so it seems that the Christian is forever 
plagued with the dilemma of preaching a religion of salvation to a world of men who, according to 
the doctrine of omniscience, are nothing more than automatons. 

There is another irritating problem with the idea of omniscience: it contradicts the attribute of 
omnipotence. If God knows the future with infallible certainty, he cannot change it—in which case 
he cannot be omnipotent. If God can change the future, however, he cannot have infallible 
knowledge of it prior to its actual happening—in which case he cannot be omniscient. (This is 
similar to the issue of in what sense, if any, God can be said to have free will. Does God know his 
own future decisions? If so, how can those decisions be free? Perhaps God does not make 
decisions. If so, how can the idea of volition apply to a being with no decisions—and hence no 
choices—to make?) 


79 Kreyche, God and Reality, p. 68. 

80 Hawkins, Essentials of Theism, p. 122. 
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The major problem with omniscience is that the “knowledge” of God bears no resemblance to the 
concept of knowledge as we understand it (which is, by now, a familiar problem). Consider the 
prerequisites of knowledge. In order to know anything, a being must be conscious, and this 
presupposes a living organism. If God is said to know everything, therefore, we must presume that 
God is a conscious, living being. 

In what sense can God be said to be alive? God is not even a material being, much less a 
biological organism with metabolic processes. The concept of life has no meaning when applied to 
God. 

The same is true of consciousness. While some theists refer to God as “pure consciousness,” 
consciousness apart from matter, this amounts to nonsense. 

Consciousness is the state of awareness present in some living organisms, and it presupposes an 
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entity, a material organism, with this state of awareness. 

If consciousness is lifted from its conceptual framework and is presented as something other than 
a characteristic of life, then it is divorced from its basis in reality and becomes a floating 
abstraction, a vague idea with no referent in the real world. As with other concepts derived from 
our experience of natural phenomena, consciousness cannot be extended to a supernatural realm 
without sacrificing its content. 

Now consider what is entailed by knowledge. Man possesses knowledge in the form of concepts; 
conceptualization is a mental process of abstracting and integrating the concretes of one’s 
experience into mental units, such as “table” or “chair.” Abstractions must be abstracted from 
something; they must be acquired through mental effort. And since man is not infallible, he 
requires a method to distinguish true beliefs from false beliefs; this is the function of verification. 

These two elements—acquisition and verification—are essential to the concept of knowledge as 
we understand it. Knowledge must come from somewhere, and it must be verified by some means. 
When the Christian claims that God is omniscient, however, he wishes to exclude acquisition and 
verification from God’s knowledge. 

If God acquired his knowledge, this means that at some point in time (i.e., before he had acquired 
all possible knowledge), God was not omniscient. If God verified his knowledge, this means that 
his knowledge was uncertain prior to verification. Thus omniscience would cease to be a character 
trait, an attribute existing eternally with God. 

When the theologian posits the omniscience of God, he wishes to convey the idea of nonacquired 
and nonverified knowledge, knowledge that is immediate and infallible, knowledge inherent in 
God’s nature. But if this is the case, God’s knowledge cannot be in conceptual form, which is to 
say that God’s “knowledge” is totally different from man’s knowledge. We are once again dealing 
with a difference in kind rather than degree. The “knowledge” of God is unintelligible and 
unknowable. To say that God is omniscient is to distort the concept of knowledge beyond 
recognition. It simply adds another unknowable attribute to an unknowable being. 

6. - God and Goodness 

The final characteristic of God that we shall consider is omnibenevolence—the quality of being all¬ 
good. While God is said to be the epitome of moral perfection, this attribute has been notoriously 
difficult for Christians to defend, and it functions as a constant thorn in the side of Christian 
theology. 


81 See Nathaniel Branden, The Psychology’ of Self-esteem (Los Angeles: Nash Publishing Co., 1969), pp. 26-33. 
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The first problem with omnibenevolence is reconciling it with the biblical portrayal of God who, 
in the words of Thomas Jefferson, is “a being of terrific character—cruel, vindictive, capricious and 
unjust.” The Old Testament in particular makes little attempt to absolve God from the responsibility 
for evil. “Does evil befall a city,” asks the prophet Amos, “unless the Lord has done it” (3:6)—The 
prophet Jeremiah agrees: “Is it not from the mouth of the Most High that good and evil come” 
(Lamentations 3:38)—And in the book of Isaiah, the biblical Jehovah reports, “I am the Lord, and 
there is no other. ... I make weal and create woe, I am the Lord, who do all these things” (45:6-7). 

The Old Testament God garnered an impressive list of atrocities. He demanded and sanctioned 
human sacrifices (Leviticus 27:28-29; Judges 11:29-40; 2 Samuel 21:1-9). He killed the first-born 
of every Egyptian family (Exodus 12:29). He sanctioned slavery (Exodus 21:2-6; Leviticus 25:44- 
46) and the selling of one’s daughter (Exodus 21:7). He commanded the killing of witches (Exodus 
22:18), death for heresy (Exodus 22:20), death for violating the Sabbath (Exodus 31:14-15), death 
for cursing one’s parents (Leviticus 20:9), death for adultery (Leviticus 20:10), death for 
blasphemy (Leviticus 24:16), and death by stoning for unchastity at the time of marriage—a 
penalty imposed only upon women (Deuteronomy 22:20-21). 

The Old Testament credits the Israelites, acting under the auspices of Jehovah, with massacring 
an incredible number of men, women and children through conquest. Time and again we read 
accounts where they “utterly destroyed all in the city, both men and women, young and old, oxen, 
sheep, and asses, with the edge of the sword” (Joshua 6:21). There were exceptions, however. In 
Chapter 31 of Numbers, we read that Moses, angry with the officers of his army because they had 
taken captives from a conquered people instead of killing everyone, issued the following orders: 
“Now therefore, kill every male among the little ones, and kill every woman who has known man 
by lying with him. But all the young girls who have not known man by lying with him, keep alive 
for yourselves” (Numbers 31:17-18). 

Jehovah himself was fond of directly extenninating large numbers of people, usually through 
pestilence or famine, and often for rather unusual offenses. In one instance, he is reported to have 
killed 70,000 men because David took a census of Israel (2 Samuel 24). In another strange case, he 
sent two bears to rip apart forty-two children for mocking the prophet Elisha (2 Kings 2:23-24). 

Passages such as the above abound in the Old Testament, and they led Thomas Paine to declare: 

“Whenever we read the obscene stories, the voluptuous debaucheries, the cruel and 
torturous executions, the unrelenting vindictiveness, with which more than half the 
Bible is fdled, it would be more consistent that we called it the word of a demon, 
than the word of God. It is a history of wickedness, that has served to corrupt and 
brutalize mankind; and, for my part, I sincerely detest it, as I detest everything that 
is cruel.” 82 


Many theologians are reluctant to identify the Old Testament Jehovah with the New Testament 
God of Christianity. The Christian God, they assure us, is a being of mercy and love. But this 
assertion is difficult to defend. While the old god was cruel, he at least restricted his infliction of 
misery to this life. The Christian God, however, reportedly extends this misery to eternity. 
According to the New Testament, Jesus repeatedly threatened disbelievers with eternal torment, and 
we must wonder how the doctrine of hell can be reconciled with the notion of an all-merciful God. 

In the Summa Theologica, Thomas Aquinas offers this explanation: 


82 Thomas Paine, Age of Reason , Part I, pp. 18-19. (First printed 1794. Reprinted by The Freethought Press 
Association, New York, 1954.) 
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punishment is meted according to the dignity of the person sinned against, so 
that a person who strikes one in authority receives a greater punishment than one 
who strikes anyone else. Now whoever sins mortally sins against God. ... But God’s 
majesty is infinite. Therefore whoever sins mortally deserves infinite punishment; 
and consequently it seems just that for a mortal sin a man should be punished 
forever.” 83 


To my knowledge, no one has ever been accused of striking God, so the explanation must be that 
God, using some peculiar standard of “justice,” damns men to endless agony as punishment for 
insulting his infinite nature. Furthermore, God has complete foreknowledge of each man’s fate, so 
many men are born for no purpose other than to suffer in hell. And why would God create a place 
of torment in the first place, unless he derived some kind of pleasure or satisfaction from 
witnessing pain? Whether the Christian deity of fire and brimstone projects love or neurotic sadism 
on a cosmic scale, will be left to the conscience of the reader to decide. 

Many theologians recognize the futility of attempting to reconcile eternal torment with 
benevolence, so they simply ignore the doctrine of hell or deny it outright. The liberal theologian 
Leslie D. Weatherhead defends this approach as follows: 

... when Jesus is reported as consigning to everlasting torture those who displease 
him or do not “believe” what he says, I know in my heart that there is something 
wrong somewhere. Either he is mis-reported or misunderstood. ... So I put this 
alleged saying in my mental drawer awaiting further light, or else I reject it out of 
hand. By the judgment of a court within my own breast... I reject such sayings. 84 


Put simply, the New Testament does not say what Weatherhead feels that it should say, so he 
prefers to ignore the unpleasant (and numerous) New Testament references to hell through the 
unique epistemological process of “knowing” in one’s heart. Or, put even more simply, this 
theologian will believe what he feels like, contrary evidence notwithstanding. 

Even if we bypass the problem of reconciling omnibenevolence with the Bible, the Christian still 
confronts serious philosophic problems. We shall assume that by omnibenevolence, the Christian 
means that God never does any evil, that all of his actions are good. Remember that “goodness,” in 
this context, must refer to a standard other than the will of God. Something cannot be defined as 
good simply because God is responsible for it. If we define the good as anything that God wills, it 
is ridiculous to talk about the moral worth of God. Morality applies only when there is choice. To 
say that God has no choice but to be good completely destroys the concept of morality when it is 
applied to God. If God is incapable of evil, he is neither moral nor immoral; he is simply amoral. 

To be omnibenevolent, God must be capable of evil but always choose the good. If God 
deliberately chooses evil, he is immoral. The question now arises: Why is there evil in the creation 
of an omnibenevolent deity? Why, in a world for which God is ultimately responsible, are there 
natural disasters that kill millions? Why are there diseases that cause suffering and cripple innocent 
men, women and children? Indeed, why is there evil and suffering of any kind? Must not God bear 
responsibility for these things, and do they not demonstrate that God cannot be all-good? This 
dilemma, known as the “problem of evil,” has led some Christians to deny the unlimited power of 
God and to declare belief in a deity with limited capacities who was unable to create a world 


83 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Supplement to the Third Part, Q. 99, A. 1. 

84 Weatherhead, The Christian Agnostic, p. 97. 
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without pain and evil. It has led other Christians to write lengthy books on theodicy, which purport 
to reconcile God’s goodness with his other characteristics and the existence of evil. 

The problem of evil is frequently considered to be the major objection to the Christian concept of 
God, and there has been more discussion of omnibenevolence than any other characteristic. But the 
relative importance attached to this problem is exaggerated. While this is a serious difficulty and 
one which Christians have failed to solve, it is by no means the most important or basic objection to 
Christian theism. When considered within the context of other difficulties surrounding the concept 
of God, this one is minor by comparison. For this reason, we shall not discuss it in as much detail 
as is customary in a book of this kind. 

Briefly, the problem of evil is this: If God does not know there is evil, he is not omniscient. If 
God knows there is evil but cannot prevent it, he is not omnipotent. If God knows there is evil and 
can prevent it but desires not to, he is not omnibenevolent. If, as the Christian claims, God is all¬ 
knowing and all-powerful, we must conclude that God is not all-good. The existence of evil in the 
universe excludes this possibility. 

There have been various attempts to escape from the problem of evil, and we shall briefly 
consider the more popular of these. But one point requires emphasis. The Christian, by proclaiming 
that God is good, commits himself to the position that man is capable of distinguishing good from 
evil—for, if he is not, how did the Christian arrive at his judgment of “good” as applied to God? 
Therefore, any attempt to resolve the problem of evil by arguing that man cannot correctly 
distinguish good from evil, destroys the original premise that it purports to defend and thus 
collapses from the weight of an internal inconsistency. If the human standards of good and evil are 
somehow invalid, the Christian’s claim that God is good is equally invalid. 

One general theological approach to the problem of evil consists of the claim that evil is in some 
way unreal or purely negative in character. This argument, however, is so implausible that few 
Christians care to defend it. The first problem with it, as Antony Flew notes, is: “If evil is really 
nothing then what is all the fuss about sin about: nothing?” 

In Some Dogmas of Religion, John McTaggart quickly disposes of the claim that evil is in some 
way unreal: 


“Supposing that it could be proved that all that we think evil was in reality good, 
the fact would still remain that we think it evil. This may be called a delusion or a 
mistake. But a delusion or mistake is as real as anything else. A savage’s erroneous 
belief that the earth is stationary is just as real a fact as an astronomer’s correct 
belief that it moves. The delusion that evil exists, then, is real. But then ... it seems 
certain that a delusion or an error which hid from us the goodness of the universe 
would itself be evil. And so there would be real evil after all. ... However many 
times we pronounce evil unreal, we always leave a reality behind, which in its turn 
is to be pronounced evil.” 85 


As for the argument that evil is purely negative, a privation of the good (as disease may be said to 
be the absence of health), Wallace Matson provides this illuminating example in The Existence of 
God: 


“It may console the paralytic to be told that paralysis is mere lack of mobility, 
nothing positive, and that insofar as he is, he is perfect. It is not clear, however, that 
this kind of comfort is available to the sufferer from malaria. He will reply that his 


85 John McTaggart, Some Dogmas of Religion (London: Edward Arnold, 1906), pp. 209-210. 
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trouble is not that he lacks anything, but rather that he has too much of something, 
namely, protozoans of the genus Plasmodium.” 86 


Any attempt to absolve God of the responsibility for evil by claiming that, in the final analysis, 
there is no such thing as evil is, as Matson puts it, “an unfunny joke.” This approach merely ends 
up by negating our human standards of good and evil, which, as previously indicated, undercuts the 
argument at its root. 

Another common effort to reconcile God and evil is to argue that evil is the consequence of 
man’s freely chosen actions. God, through his gift of free will, gave man the ability to distinguish 
and choose between good and evil, right and wrong. As a free agent, man has the potential to reach 
a higher degree of perfection and goodness than if he were a mere robot programmed to behave in a 
given manner. Thus it is good that man has free will. But this entails the opportunity for man to 
select evil instead of good, which has been the case in the instances of torture, murder, and cruelty 
which some men inflict upon others. The responsibility for these actions, however, rests with man, 
not with God. Therefore, concludes the Christian, evil does not conflict with the infinite goodness 
of God. 

While this approach has some initial plausibility, it falls far short of solving the problem of evil. 
We are asked to believe that God created man with the power of choice in the hope that man would 
voluntarily pursue the good, but that man thwarts this desire of God through sin and thus brings evil 
upon himself. But, to begin with, to speak of frustrating or acting contrary to the wishes of an 
omnipotent being makes no sense whatsoever. There can be no barriers to divine omnipotence, no 
obstacles to thwart his desires, so we must assume that the present state of the world is precisely as 
God desires it to be. If God wished things to be other than they are, nothing could possibly prevent 
them from being other than they are, man’s free will notwithstanding. In addition, we have seen 
that free will is incompatible with the foreknowledge possessed by an omniscient being, so the 
appeal to free will fails in this respect as well. In any case, God created man with full knowledge of 
the widespread suffering that would ensue, and, given his ability to prevent this situation, we must 
presume that God desired and willed these immoral atrocities to occur. 

It is unfair to place the responsibility for immoral actions on man’s free will in general. 
Individual men commit atrocities, not the bloodless abstraction “man.” Some men commit blatant 
injustices, but others do not. Some men murder, rob, and cheat, but others do not. Some men 
choose a policy of wanton destructiveness, but others do not. And we must remember that crimes 
are committed by men against other men, innocent victims, who cannot be held responsible. The 
minimum requirement for a civilized society is a legal system whereby the individual liberties of 
men are protected from the aggressive activities of other men. We regard the recognition and 
protection of individual rights as a moral necessity, and we condemn governments that fail to 
provide a fair system of justice. How, then, are we to evaluate a God who permits widespread 
instances of injustice when it is easily within his power to prevent them? The Christian believes in 
a God who displays little, if any, interest in the protection of the innocent, and we must wonder 
how such a being can be called “good.” 

The standard reply to this objection is that God rewards the virtuous and punishes the wicked in 
an afterlife, so there is an overall balance of justice. An extreme variation of this tactic was reported 
in The New York Times of September 11, 1950. Referring to the Korean War, this article states: 


86 Wallace Matson, The Existence of God (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1965), pp. 142-143. For another excellent 
discussion of the problem of evil, see: C. E. M. load, God and Evil (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1943), 
especially chapters 2 and 3. 
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“Sorrowing parents whose sons have been drafted or recalled for combat duty were told yesterday 
in St. Patrick’s Cathedral [by Monsignor William T. Greene] that death in battle was part of God’s 
plan for populating ‘the kingdom of heaven.’ ” 

This approach is so obviously an exercise in theological rationalization that it deserves little 
comment. If every instance of evil is to be rectified by an appeal to an afterlife, the claim that God 
is all-good has no relevance whatsoever to our present life. Virtually any immoral action, no matter 
how hideous or atrocious, can be explained away in this fashion—which severs any attempt to 
discuss the alleged goodness of a creator from reference to empirical evidence. More importantly, 
no appeal to an afterlife can actually eradicate the problem of evil. An injustice always remains an 
injustice, regardless of any subsequent efforts to comfort the victim. If a father, after beating his 
child unmercifully, later gives him a lollipop as compensation, this does not erase the original act or 
its evil nature. Nor would we praise the father as just and loving. The same applies to God, but even 
more so. The Christian may believe that God will punish the perpetrators of evil and compensate 
the victims of injustice, but this does not explain why a supposedly benevolent and omnipotent 
being created a world with evildoers and innocent victims in the first place. Again, we must assume 
that there are innocent victims because God desires innocent victims; from the standpoint of 
Christian theism, there is simply no other explanation. If an omnipotent God did not want innocent 
victims, they could not exist—and, by human standards, the Christian God appears an immoral 
fiend of cosmic dimensions. 

Even if we overlook the preceding difficulties, the appeal to free will is still unsuccessful, 
because it encompasses only so-called moral evils (i.e., the actions of men). There remains the 
considerable problem of physical evils, such as natural disasters, over which man has no control. 
Why are there floods, earthquakes and diseases that kill and maim millions of persons? The 
responsibility for these occurrences obviously cannot be placed on the shoulders of man. From an 
atheistic standpoint, such phenomena are inimical to man’s life and may be termed evil, but since 
they are the result of inanimate, natural forces and do not involve conscious intent, they do not fall 
within the province of moral judgment. But from a Christian perspective, God—the omnipotent 
creator of the natural universe—must bear ultimate responsibility for these occurrences, and God’s 
deliberate choice of these evil phenomena qualifies him as immoral. 

There is an interesting assortment of arguments designed to explain the existence of natural evils. 
Some theologians argue that evil exists for the sake of a greater good; others maintain that apparent 
evils disappear into a universal hannony of good. Although something may appear evil to man, we 
are assured by the Christian that God is able to view the overall perspective, and any apparent evil 
always turns out for the best. These approaches share the premise that man cannot understand the 
ways of God, but this simply pushes us into agnosticism. It will not do for the Christian to posit an 
attribute of God and, when asked to defend that attribute, contend that man cannot understand it. 

If we are incorrect in calling natural disasters, diseases and other phenomena evil, then man is 
incapable of distinguishing good from evil. But if this is the case, by what standard does the 
Christian claim that God is good? What criterion is the Christian using? 

If man cannot pass correct moral judgments, he cannot validly praise or condemn anything— 
including the Christian God. To exclude God from the judgment of evil is to exclude him from the 
judgment of good as well; but if man can distinguish good from evil, a supernatural being who 
willfully causes or permits the continuation of evil on his creatures merits unequivocal moral 
condemnation. 
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Some Christians resort to incredible measures to absolve their God from the responsibility for 
evil. Consider this passage from Evil and the God of Love in which John Hick attempts to reconcile 
the existence of an omnibenevolent deity with the senseless disasters that befall man: 

men and women often act in true compassion and massive generosity and self¬ 
giving in the face of unmerited suffering, especially when it comes in such dramatic 
forms as an earthquake or a mining disaster. It seems, then, that in a world that is to 
be the scene of compassionate love and self-giving for others, suffering must fall 
upon mankind with something of the haphazardness and inequity that we now 
experience. It must be apparently unmerited, pointless, and incapable of being 
morally rationalized. For it is precisely this feature of our common human lot that 
creates sympathy between man and man and evokes the unselfish kindness and 
goodwill which are among the highest values of personal life.” 87 


Aside from displaying a low regard for man’s “highest values” and their origins, Hick illustrates 
an important point: There is virtually nothing which the Christian will accept as evidence of God’s 
evil. If disasters that are admittedly “unmerited, pointless, and incapable of being morally 
rationalized” are compatible with the “goodness” of God, what could possibly qualify as contrary 
evidence? The “goodness” of God, it seems, is compatible with any conceivable state of affairs. 
While we evaluate a man with reference to his actions, we are not similarly pennitted to judge God. 
God is immune from the judgment of evil as a matter of principle. 

Here we have a concrete illustration of theological “reasoning.” Unlike the philosopher, the 
theologian adopts a position, a dogma, and then commits himself to a defense of that position come 
what may. While he may display a willingness to defend this dogma, closer examination reveals 
this to be a farce. His defense consists of distorting and rationalizing all contrary evidence to meet 
his desired specifications. In the case of divine benevolence, the theologian will grasp onto any 
explanation, no matter how implausible, before he will abandon his dogma. And when finally 
pushed into a corner, he will argue that man cannot understand the true meaning of this dogma. 

This brings us to our familiar resting place. The “goodness” of God is different in kind from 
goodness as we comprehend it. To say that God’s “goodness” is compatible with the worst disasters 
imaginable, is to empty this concept of its meaning. By human standards, the Christian God cannot 
be good. By divine standards, God may be “good” in some unspecified, unknowable way—but this 
term no longer makes any sense. And so, for the last time, we fail to comprehend the Christian 
God. 

7. - The Collapse Into Agnosticism 

Our journey through the concept of God is complete. After judging religious agnosticism—the 
belief in an unknowable god—to be indefensible, we examined Christianity’s attempt to escape 
from the irrationalism of agnosticism while retaining the notion of a supernatural being. The escape 
was a total failure. The attributes of the Christian God are merely a disguise, an elaborate 
subterfuge designed to obscure the fact that the Christian God is also unknowable. God’s 
characteristics, while supposedly giving us information about God’s nature, actually accomplish the 
reverse: they plunge us further into agnosticism. When stripped of its theological garb, the 
Christian God emerges as the unknowable god of agnosticism. 


87 John Hick, Evil and the God of Love (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), pp. 370-371. 
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The Christian theologian, then, is a kind of dishonest agnostic. While ostensibly explaining the 
concept of God, he presents attributes that are themselves incomprehensible. Theologians 
frequently acknowledge their use of this technique: “... to ask us to accept incomprehensible truths 
about God,” writes the Catholic scholar Etienne Gilson, “is an excellent means of implanting in us 
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a conviction of his incomprehensibility.” No atheist has ever put the issue more succinctly. 

Where does this leave the Christian? It leaves him believing in the existence of some unknowable 
being that cannot be coherently described. In other words, the Christian, operating from a 
conceptual vacuum, is defending the rationally indefensible; he cannot even specify what it is that 
he believes in. Or, in more blunt terms, the Christian, when he asserts that “God exists,” simply 
does not kn ow what he is talking about. And neither does anyone else. 

Having caused the Christian God to collapse into the oblivion of agnosticism, the critical atheist 
has accomplished his first major task: he has demonstrated the belief in god to be irrational. The 
general notion of a god (with a small “g”) must be rejected because it rests on the muddled notion 
of the “unknowable.” The Christian God, aside from sharing this flaw, also suffers from a terminal 
case of internal incoherency. God’s attributes are unintelligible for the most part, and to the extent 
that we can make sense of them, they contradict each other. 

In essence, the case for atheism is fully established at this point. When undefined, “god” is a 
meaningless sound. When defined in the traditional manner, “God” slumps back into the muck of 
unintelligibility. Therefore, a rational man has no choice but to reject theism. Atheism has won by 
default. 

It should be noted that the atheist is now saying more than, “I do not believe in god because there 
is no evidence for its existence.” It is logically impossible for god—a concept replete with 
absurdities and contradictions—to have a referent in reality, just as it is logically impossible for a 
square circle to exist. Given the attempts to define god, we may now state—with certainty—that 
god does not exist. Thus our atheism has evolved to a more sophisticated level, from the absence of 
theistic belief to the outright denial of its truth. 

Let us pause here to consider some of the wider implications of theistic belief. As previously 
indicated, the conflict between atheism and theism is primarily an epistemological one: it is a 
conflict between naturalism and supematuralism, between the knowable and the unknowable. 
According to atheism, all of existence falls (in principle) within the scope of man’s knowledge. 
According to theism, however, some aspects of existence are forever closed to man’s knowledge. 
This fundamental conflict sets the stage for the inherent antagonism between science and theology. 

It is common for modern theologians to argue that there is no conflict between science and 
religion, that these are concerned with different spheres of human existence. Yet there is a deep- 
seated friction between these two disciplines with regard to their basic assumptions. Science 
represents man’s attempt to systematize given aspects of reality into a coherent framework of 
knowledge. Since science is dedicated to understanding reality, it rests on the premise that reality 
can be understood. Theology, on the other hand, is dedicated to the proposition that an important 
segment of reality (in fact, its ultimate form) is forever unknowable. There are cross-purposes at 
work here. Science seeks to make reality coherent; theology seeks to convince us that some aspects 
of reality are incoherent. To the extent that science succeeds, theology dies of strangulation. (This 
same principle applies, in a wider sense, between philosophy and theology.) 

The conflicts between science and theology, or between philosophy and theology, are offshoots 
of a more basic conflict, that between reason and theology. Anyone who advocates theism—the 
belief in the supernatural—simultaneously advocates irrationalism—the belief in the unknowable. 


88 Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, p. 17. 
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This explains why the issue of god is much more crucial than, for example, the issue of flying 
saucers. While the existence of flying saucers is of immense scientific importance, this controversy 
has no particular ramifications for epistemology and the efficacy of man’s reason. But the same is 
not true of theism. The existence of a supernatural realm would have profound implications for 
human reason, and anyone who believes in a supernatural being must also assume certain beliefs 
concerning the scope and validity of man’s knowledge (whether he is aware of these beliefs or not). 

If we make a new discovery in the field of science, this simply provides us with one more piece 
of knowledge. If we were to somehow discover the existence of a god, however, this is a discovery 
for which we would pay a tremendous price. Theism offers us a bit of “knowledge” which, if true, 
would destroy the foundation of all present knowledge by obliterating the naturalistic context 
within which we comprehend reality. Theism represents an attack on man’s ability to understand 
the universe—and the advocacy of theism, theology, attempts to reduce man to a state of perpetual 
ignorance. The concept of god, as Spinoza put it, is an asylum of ignorance. 

This brief discussion sets the context for much of the remaining portion of this book, where we 
shall discuss the battle between god and reason in more detail. Further discussion is necessary 
because most theists, especially Christians, will remain unconvinced by an appeal to reason alone. 
After all, they will argue, we have not touched upon an idea central to Christian belief: the concept 
of faith. For the Christian, reason does not necessarily have the final word. As Richard Taylor 
expresses it: 


A philosophical teacher will often ... labor long to persuade his audience that the 
content of Christian faith is unreasonable, which is a shamefully easy task for him, 
unworthy of his learning. Then suddenly, the underlying assumption comes to light 
that Christian beliefs ought, therefore, to be abandoned by rational people! A 
religious hearer of this discourse might well reply that, religion being unreasonable 
but nonetheless manifestly worthy of belief, we should conclude with Hume that 
reason, in this realm at least, ought to be rejected. 89 


This moves us deeper within the sphere of epistemology. When discussing religious belief, 
should reason give way to faith? Is faith capable of ascertaining truths that lie beyond the scope of 
reason? Can one consistently uphold reason and faith without conflict? 

We must now consider the possibility that, although the concept of God cannot be understood 
through reason, another means of cognition may be available to us through faith. This brings us to 
the next section which discusses the relation of reason and faith, the nature of reason, and the 
various theories of faith. 


89 Richard Taylor, “Faith,” Religions Experience and Truth, p. 169. 
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Part Two - Reason, Faith And Revelation 


...if devotion to truth is the hallmark of morality, then there is no greater, nobler, 
more heroic form of devotion than the act of a man who assumes the responsibility 
of thinking. 

... the alleged short-cut to knowledge, which is faith, is only a short-circuit 
destroying the mind. 

—Ayn Rand, Atlas Shrugged 
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IV - Reason Versus Faith 


1. - Clarifying the Issue 

Confusion is the enemy of purposeful thought. Whether one is engaged in a process of problem 
solving, or of gaining new knowledge, or of drawing implications from present knowledge, or of 
directing one’s actions, a lack of precision in one’s thinking will undermine or completely sabotage 
the achievement of one’s goal. 

The purpose of abstract, philosophical thought is to achieve understanding. A philosophical 
argument is spurred by an intellectual disagreement, and the purpose of argumentation is to resolve 
this conflict by reaching a common understanding among the participants. A confused, muddled 
argument cannot attain this goal because it fails to specify the precise nature of the conflict. 
Whatever elements a confused argument may contain, it necessarily lacks one ingredient: clarity. 
Clarity—the precision of thought and communication—is the antidote for confusion; they cannot 
coexist. Where there is confusion, there is vagueness and the absence of definition. 

If confusion is the enemy of purposeful thought, clarity is its closest ally. Specifying the precise 
nature of the problem to be solved is often a major contributing factor in arriving at a solution. It 
has been said, with considerable justification, that a question well-asked is half-answered. Applying 
this principle to the realm of philosophical disputes, we may say that a conflict well-defined is half- 
resolved. 

In order fully to understand the nature of a philosophical conflict, one must grasp the 
fundamental differences that give rise to the conflict. One must investigate the basic issues and 
apply this knowledge to the disputed issue. 

A debated subject is often a symptom, a surface manifestation, of a more basic underlying 
disagreement. Unless this area is explored—and unless some agreement is reached—the conflict 
will continue, while becoming repetitious and dull. The result is a kind of “intellectual atrophy,” 
where the argument proceeds without significant progress, where no new material is introduced, 
and where the participants know beforehand that neither side will convince the other. 

This “intellectual atrophy” is typical of the conflict between Christianity and atheism. Volumes 
are written on the subject of God, pro and con, but fresh material is rarely presented. The Christian 
presents the standard arguments for the existence of God, and the atheist presents the standard 
refutations of these arguments. The Christian responds with a flurry of counter-objections, and the 
atheist retaliates. 

Meanwhile, the average bystander becomes confused and impatient. He has observed arguments, 
but he has not been told why these arguments are important. He has witnessed the disagreements, 
but he has not been presented with the basic conflicts underlying them. While this person may have 
absorbed a smattering of divergent theories and ideas, he lacks an overall perspective, a frame of 
reference from which to integrate and evaluate the particulars that have been thrust upon him. 
Consequently, he frequently dismisses the philosophical investigation of theism as too abstract, 
remote and irrelevant to merit his attention. He will leave philosophy to the philosophers; and, 
while they construct endless debates, he will rely on what he has been taught, or on what his friends 
believe—or on what his “common sense” and “intuitions” tell him. 
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Although some philosophers seem to have a vested interest in representing it as such, philosophy 
is not an esoteric discipline reserved for a select few. As with any specialized field, a detailed 
knowledge of philosophical issues requires concentrated study, but a basic grasp of the 
philosophical differences between theism and atheism is available to any person who cares to put 
forth some effort. 

Many Christian laymen are contemptuous of philosophical objections to their belief in God. They 
may spurn philosophy as irrelevant, while claiming to believe not in “the God of the philosophers,” 
but in “the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” Even if this distinction were valid, it would not 
change the fact that the Christian implicitly adopts many philosophical beliefs. By his belief in a 
supernatural being, the Christian commits himself to a metaphysical view concerning the nature of 
reality. By his belief in the unknowable, he commits himself to an epistemological view concerning 
the scope of human reason. By his belief in divine moral commandments, he commits himself to an 
ethical view concerning the foundation of moral principles. 

It is the responsibility of the philosopher to identify the underlying assumptions of these 
commonly held beliefs. A clarification of basic issues is essential to any discussion of theism and 
atheism. The question of the existence of God is the tip of an iceberg; under the surface, there are 
crucial problems that must be solved. 

Does the theist have reasons for his belief in God? If so, what are they? What is his evidence?— 
or, more importantly, what is the nature of evidence in general? What does the Christian mean 
when he claims to know of God’s existence?—or, more importantly, what is the nature of 
knowledge in general? How do we acquire knowledge? How do we distinguish truth from falsity? 

These and similar questions fall within the sphere of epistemology, the branch of philosophy 
which investigates the origin and nature of knowledge. Since the differences between a Christian 
and an atheist often narrow down to their different responses to the above questions, epistemology 
is the arena where the deciding battle must be fought. 

The conflict between Christian theism and atheism is fundamentally a conflict between faith and 
reason. This, in epistemological terms, is the essence of the controversy. Reason and faith are 
opposites, two mutually exclusive tenns: there is no reconciliation or common ground. Faith is 
belief without, or in spite of, reason. 

Explicit atheism is the consequence of a commitment to rationality—the conviction that man’s 
mind is fully competent to know the facts of reality, and that no aspect of the universe is closed to 
rational scrutiny. Atheism is merely a corollary, a specific application, of one’s commitment to 
reason. 

I will not accept the existence of God, or any doctrine, on faith because I reject faith as a valid 
cognitive procedure. The particular content or object of faith—whether it be gods, unicorns or 
gremlins—is irrelevant in this context. The statement, “I will not accept the existence of God on 
faith” is derived from the wider statement, “I will not accept anything on faith.” Thus, explicit 
atheism is primarily an epistemological position: if reason is one’s only guide to knowledge, faith is 
necessarily excluded. If theistic doctrines must be accepted on faith, theism is necessarily excluded. 
A rational man will be without theistic belief, and therefore atheistic. 

While some versions of theistic belief may claim to operate only within the sphere of reason, it 
remains true that all versions of Christianity eventually appeal to the concept of faith. Through faith 
the Christian claims to transcend reason and gain knowledge inaccessible to man’s rational 
capacity. Even those Christians who attempt to rationally demonstrate the existence of a 
supernatural being refuse to offer similar demonstrations of the Trinity, the divinity of Jesus, the 
Resurrection, and other essential Christian beliefs. 
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Faith is the common thread running throughout the divergent approaches to Christian theism. The 
Catholic and the Protestant, the liberal and the fundamentalist, the existentialist and the Thomist— 
all must rely on the validity of faith as a means of acquiring knowledge. Faith is the 
epistemological underpinning of Christianity. If faith collapses, so does Christianity. 

2. - The Attack on Reason 

Immanuel Kant wrote that he “found it necessary to deny knowledge of God ... in order to find a 
place for faith.” All advocates of faith are Kantians in this respect. In any defense of faith that one 
cares to examine, one will find an attack on reason. 

Some Christians are openly hostile to reason (notably those sympathetic with existentialism). 
These Christians usually declare that reason is nothing more than an impersonal calculating device, 
a cold deductive faculty that cannot give meaning and substance to man’s life. Faith, on the other 
hand, is “vital and indescribable”; it “partakes of the mystery of life itself. The opposition between 
faith and reason is that between the vital and the rational. ...” 

Christian faith “is not only faith beyond reason but, if need be, against reason.” 90 
The Church Father Tertullian ( A.D. 150-225) stands out as a paradigm of the Christian 
antagonism to reason. In De Came Cristi he emphasizes the paradoxical nature of Christian belief. 

And the Son of God died; it is by all means to be believed, because it is absurd. 

And He was buried and rose again; the fact is certain because it is impossible. 91 


Tertullian takes seriously the biblical promise that God “will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and 
will bring to nothing the understanding of the prudent.” “It is philosophy,” Tertullian asserts, “that 
supplies the heresies with their equipment.” He wishes “a plague on Aristotle” and poses the now 
famous question: 

“What has Jerusalem to do with Athens? ...” 

After Jesus Christ we have no need of speculation, after the Gospel no need of 
research. When we come to believe, we have no desire to believe anything else; for 
we begin by believing that there is nothing else which we have to believe. ... 

My first principle is this. Christ laid down one definite system of truth which the 
world must believe without qualification. 92 


Tertullian’s explicit advocacy of paradox is extreme even for Christianity, but his open assault on 
reason is by no means unusual. Many Christians freely admit the conflict between reason and faith 
and have declared war on reason. Martin Futher, to take a famous illustration, calls reason “the 
devil’s bride,” a “beautiful whore” and “God’s worst enemy.” “There is on earth among all 
dangers,” writes Futher, “no more dangerous thing than a richly endowed and adroit reason, 
especially if she enters into spiritual matters which concern the soul and God. For it is more 
possible to teach an ass to read than to blind such a reason and lead it right; for reason must be 


90 William Barrett, Irrational Man (Garden City: Anchor Books, 1962), pp. 92-93. 

91 Quoted in Barrett, ibid., pp. 94-95. 

92 Tertullian, The Prescriptions Against the Heretics, quoted in Classical Statements on Faith and Reason, edited by L. 
Miller (New York: Random House, 1970), pp. 3-10. 
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deluded, blinded, and destroyed.” According to Luther, “Faith must trample under foot all reason, 
sense, and understanding, and whatever it sees it must put out of sight, and wish to know nothing 
but the word of God.” 93 

This gross irrationalism is abhorrent to any person with a semblance of respect for logical 
thought. The conflict between reason and faith—carried to its extreme in the above examples-is the 
focal point of critical atheism. For the atheist, to embrace faith is to abandon reason. One atheist 
defines faith as “the commitment of one’s consciousness to beliefs for which one has no sensory 
evidence or rational proof.” 94 Another atheist writes that “Christian faith is not merely believing 
that there is a god. It is believing that there is a god no matter what the evidence on the question 
may be.” 

“Have faith,” in the Christian sense, means “make yourself believe that there is a god without 
regard to evidence.” Christian faith is a habit of flouting reason in forming and maintaining one’s 
answer to the question whether there is a god. 95 

Many Christians strenuously object to this portrayal of faith as unjustified or irrational belief. On 
the contrary, they claim that reason and faith are different ways of acquiring knowledge: both can 
arrive at truth, and neither contradicts the other. To argue that faith rests upon “inadequate 
evidence,” or that faith “is the habit of the irrational or the nonrational” is “entirely unfaithful to the 
Scriptural and traditional teaching of Judaism and Christianity.” 96 According to these Christians, 
the atheist, by representing faith as contrary to reason, is fighting a straw man. 

It is true that many Christian apologists have striven to reconcile reason and faith: this was a 
dominant theme of the later Middle Ages, and it remains an important element of Roman 
Catholicism. It would be a mistake to attribute to all Christians the overt hostility to reason 
displayed by Tertullian. However, the historical attempts to reconcile reason and faith are beside 
the point. The crucial issue is: Have these attempts succeeded? Moreover, can any attempt at 
rapprochement possibly succeed? To both of these questions, the answer is an emphatic “no.” 

I am not merely arguing, as a matter of historical fact, that all attempts to reconcile reason and 
faith have failed. My position is stronger than this. I am asserting that all such efforts must fail, that 
it is logically impossible to reconcile reason and faith. The concept of faith itself carries a “built-in” 
deprecation of reason; and without this anti-reason element, the concept of faith is rendered 
meaningless. (Throughout this discussion, the term “faith” refers to a supposedly reliable method of 
acquiring knowledge. Any other notion of faith is irrelevant with regard to the existence of God and 
the truth of Christian doctrines.) 

In the next two chapters we shall examine the nature of reason and the major theories of faith 
advocated by Christian apologists. The groundwork for these discussions is presented in the 
remainder of this chapter, where I defend the position that reason and faith are, and must be, 
irreconcilable. 


93 Quoted in Walter Kaufmann, Critique of Religion and Philosophy, pp. 305-307. (First printed 1958. Reprinted by 
Harper Torchbooks, New York, 1972.) 

94 Nathaniel Branden, “Mental Health versus Mysticism,” The Virtue of Selfishness by Ayn Rand (New York: The New 
American Library, 1964), p. 37. 

95 Richard Robinson, An Atheist’s Values (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1964), pp. 119-120. 

96 Ross, Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, pp. 84-85. 
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3. - The Nature of the Conflict 

What does it mean to say that reason conflicts with faith? Before we can answer this question, we 
must have some idea of what it means to accept a belief as true on the basis of reason. 

“Reason,” to quote Ayn Rand, “is the faculty that identities and integrates the material provided 
by man’s senses.” It is by abstracting the immediately given concretes of his experience into 
concepts, and integrating these into still wider concepts, that man acquires knowledge and 
surpasses the ability of lower life forms. 

The presence of an idea or belief in one’s consciousness does not constitute knowledge; one can 
have false ideas and false beliefs. If man is to acquire knowledge, he must have a method of 
distinguishing truth from falsity, beliefs which correspond to reality from beliefs which do not. 

To quality as knowledge (i.e., as a correct identification of reality), a belief must be justified; it 
must warrant acceptance by rational standards. If a belief meets the requirements of these 
standards, it is a rational belief; if a belief cannot meet the requirements—but is adopted 
nonetheless—it is an irrational belief. 

Specifying criteria for knowledge is a complex and controversial task, and one which we shall 
discuss in more detail in the following chapter. For the present discussion, we may indicate three 
minimum requirements that must be fulfilled before any belief can claim the status of knowledge: 
(a) a belief must be based on evidence; (b) a belief must be internally consistent (i.e., not self¬ 
contradictory); (c) a belief cannot contradict previously validated knowledge with which it is to be 
integrated. If a belief fails to meet any or all of these criteria, it cannot properly be designated as 
knowledge. 

Contrary to widespread opinion, to rationally demonstrate or justify a belief is not synonymous 
with claiming certainty for that belief. Depending on various factors, such as the nature and amount 
of available evidence, a belief may be categorized as probable to some degree. If this is what the 
evidence warrants, the belief has been justified. Reason demands that the degree of certitude 
assigned to a belief must be in accordance with the available evidence. Reason does not demand 
that every bit of human knowledge must be accepted as certain or closed to further investigation. 

To rationally demonstrate a belief is to show that it warrants acceptance according to the 
epistemological standards of human knowledge. To accept a belief as true on the basis of reason is 
to accept it because it is capable of rational demonstration. 

Now consider the concept of faith. If faith is considered to be a reliable means of gaining 
knowledge, it is obvious that reason and faith must differ in some way. If they are identical, it is 
senseless and misleading to use these two words to denote the same intellectual process. “I accept 
this as true on the basis of reason” cannot be synonymous with, “I accept this as true on the basis of 
faith.” The Christian who attempts to reconcile reason and faith is committed to the position that, 
while these concepts are not the same, their difference does not render them incompatible. 

How does faith differ from reason? This is the question that will ultimately decide the issue of 
compatibility. Christians have provided many answers to this question (see Chapter 6), but their 
answers share a common characteristic: all defenses of faith as a means of acquiring knowledge 
rely upon an (implicit or explicit) deprecation of reason, such as by proclaiming the limits of reason 
or its undesirability in certain areas. Nor can this be otherwise. The limiting of reason is a necessary 
ingredient for the concept of faith; it is what makes the concept of faith possible. 

This point can be illustrated by looking at our original question—How does faith differ from 
reason?—from a somewhat different perspective. Consider this question: Why does the Christian 


97 Ayn Rand, The Virtue of Selfishness, p. 13. 
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employ two concepts, reason and faith, to designate different methods of acquiring knowledge, 
instead of just using the concept of reason by itself? In other words, why is it necessary for the 
Christian to introduce the idea of faith at all? What purpose does it serve that is not served by 
reason? 

The answer is obvious: the Christian wishes to claim as knowledge beliefs that have not been 
(and often cannot be) rationally demonstrated, so he posits faith as an alternative method of 
acquiring knowledge. Faith permits the Christian to claim the status of truth for a belief even 
though it cannot meet the rational test of truth. Thus, the Christian is forced to defend the position 
that there are two methods by which man can arrive at knowledge: by reason and by faith. 

Faith is required only if reason is inadequate; if reason is not deficient in some respect, the 
concept of faith becomes vacuous. The Christian creates the need for faith by denying the efficacy 
of reason. Without this element of denial, faith is stripped of its function; there are no gaps of 
knowledge for it to fill. 

If reason is comprehensive, if no sphere of reality is exempt from its scrutiny, there are no 
grounds on which to posit faith as an alternate method of cognition. If reason can tell us anything 
there is to know, there is no longer a job for faith. The entire notion of faith rests upon and 
presupposes the inadequacy of reason. 

This explains why discussions in favor of faith are always accompanied by references to the 
limits of reason. The Christian must use this procedure in order to prepare the necessary 
groundwork for faith. Without this preparation, he will be in the position of advocating the use of a 
concept for which there is no use. 

The Christian who postures as an advocate of reason is often quite subtle in his attack on reason. 
Yes, he says, reason provides man with knowledge of reality; yes, reason is vital to man’s 
existence; yes, man’s rational capacity is his distinguishing characteristic—but some aspects of 
existence cannot be comprehended by man. Some facts are closed to rational understanding. 
Reason is fine as far as it goes, but it is limited. And here faith makes its grand entrance. Faith is 
called upon where reason is said to fail, and faith is represented as a supplement to reason, not an 
enemy. In the words of Aquinas, faith “perfects” reason. 

A Christian may claim that reason cannot fulfill the psychological and emotional needs of man, 
or that reason is limited in its application, or that reason is defective in some respects—but, 
regardless of the details, reason must be pushed aside to accommodate faith. Several centuries ago, 
John Focke noted Christianity’s distaste for reason: 

I find every sect, as far as reason will help them, make use of it gladly: and where it 
fails them, they cry out. It is matter of faith, and above reason. 98 


The thesis that faith is possible only in the absence of reason is substantiated by Thomas 
Aquinas, who undoubtedly ranks as the most important Catholic theologian in history. In 
considering the question of whether “it would be superfluous to receive by faith things that can be 
known by natural reason,” Aquinas presents three reasons why reason and faith apply to the same 
object of knowledge in some instances. 

“First, in order that man may arrive more quickly at the knowledge of Divine truth.” If a man 
waits until he has the knowledge required for a philosophical proof of God’s existence, “it would 
not be until late in life that man would arrive at the knowledge of God.” 


98 John Locke, Concerning Human Understanding, Great Books of the Western World (Chicago: Encyclopedia 
Britannica, Inc., 1952), Vol. 35, p. 381. 
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“The second reason is, in order that the knowledge of God may be more general.” Those persons 
who are incapable of grasping or unwilling to grasp the proofs “would be altogether deprived of the 
knowledge of God, unless Divine things were brought to their knowledge after the manner of 
faith.” 

“The third reason,” Aquinas writes, “is for the sake of certitude. For human reason is very 
deficient in things concerning God.” 99 

According to Aquinas, a man may first believe something on faith which he later comes to know 
through reason, or a man may accept as an article of faith something which other men can 
rationally demonstrate, or a man may use faith to acquire a certainty that reason is impotent to give. 
In any case, faith serves a function only when reason does not. Aquinas freely admits that reason 
and faith cannot simultaneously be offered as grounds for belief; they cannot coexist in the same 
person at the same time with respect to the same object of knowledge. 

Etienne Gilson, a prominent Thomist scholar, supports this thesis in a discussion of the Thomistic 
view of faith: 


“Abstractly and absolutely speaking, where reason is able to understand, faith has 
no further role to play. In other words, we cannot both know and believe [on faith] 
the same thing at the same time under the same aspect. ... 

... since man requires knowledge of the infinite God, who is his end, and since such 
knowledge exceeds the limits of his reason, he simply must get it by way of 


Augustine was actually attracted to Christianity by its insistence that doctrines must be believed 
without proof. In The Confessions he tells how he repented of his “intellectual pride” after many 
years as a non-Christian and finally turned to the dogmatism of the Catholic Church: 

“Being led ... to prefer the Catholic doctrine, I felt that her proceeding was more 
unassuming and honest, in that she required to be believed things not demonstrated 
(whether it was that they could in themselves be demonstrated but not to certain 
persons, or could not at all be). ...” 101 


Although Christian doctrines cannot be rationally justified, argues Augustine in The City of God, 
they should not be rejected as false or nonsensical. In support of this, Augustine points out that 
there are many “marvels” in nature that reason cannot account for, that “the frail comprehension of 
man cannot master. ...” If one were demanded to give a rational explanation of these phenomena, 
one could not do so—except to say that they are “wonders of God’s working” that “the frail mind 
of man cannot explain. ...” 

Among the “wonders” cited by Augustine are the “antiseptic nature” of the peacock that prevents 
it from rotting like other flesh (a “fact” that Augustine claims to have personally validated); a 

fountain in Epirus that, “unlike all others, lights quenched torches”; and, perhaps most impressive, 

102 

mares in Capadocia that “are impregnated by the wind.” 


99 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Second Part, Pt. II, Q. 2, A. 4. 

100 Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, p. 17. 

101 Augustine, The Confessions, Great Books of the Western World (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc., 1952), 
Vol. 18, p. 36. 

102 Augustine, The City of God, Great Books of the Western World (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc., 1952), 
Vol. 18, pp. 562-564. ' 
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As Augustine illustrates, it is by shrinking the range of reason that the Christian attempts to 
create a sphere for faith. Reason is examined, declared to be ineffective in some area, and faith is 
assigned to this virgin territory. 

If the Christian expands the sphere of reason, he diminishes the boundaries of faith. If reason is 
declared fully capable of understanding” all facts, if no aspect of existence is decreed “off-limits” 
to man’s mind, the need for faith is eliminated. Like air rushing in to fill a vacuum, faith rushes in 
to fill the void allegedly left by reason. A harness must be placed on reason to manufacture the 
need for faith. If reason is released from its bondage, faith is its first—and only—victim. 

Here we see the critical role of the “unknowable” in perpetuating the Christian scheme of faith. 
The unknowable is where reason cannot tread; it is the sole province of faith. To relinquish this 
agnosticism would be to abandon the epistemological function of faith by rendering the concept of 
faith superfluous and vacuous. 

This is why reason and faith are incompatible. Faith depends for its survival on the unknowable, 
the incomprehensible, that which reason cannot grasp. Faith cannot live in a natural, knowable 
universe. As Pascal observed, “If we submit everything to reason, our religion will have no 

103 

mysterious and supernatural element.” 

A man committed to reason, a man committed to the unswerving use of rational guidelines in all 
spheres of existence, has no use for the concept of faith. He can adopt faith only at the expense of 
reason. 

4. - Rejoinders and Arguments 

Thus far we have seen that faith must entail belief in the absence of rational demonstration, because 
reason and faith cannot coexist in the same person at the same time with respect to the same object 
of knowledge. The presence of rational demonstration negates the possibility of faith. Since 
nonrational belief is an integral component of faith, we concluded that reason and faith are 
irreconcilable. 

The Christian may object to this. After all, he may argue, I have shown only that reason and faith 
are different, not that they are incompatible. Even if we grant that the propositions of faith are 
believed in the absence of rational demonstration (and therefore may be categorized as 
nonrational), it does not follow that the propositions of faith are irrational. While faith differs from 
reason, asserts the Christian, faith is not contrary to reason: it is an auxiliary method of gaining 
knowledge. The truths of faith are of a different sphere or order than the truths of reason, but both 
faith and reason can arrive at truth. And since truths never conflict, two methods of arriving at 
truth—reason and faith—cannot conflict. 

This is the general approach usually taken by Christians in their effort to reconcile reason and 
faith. It rests upon several confusions which we shall now unpack. 

(a) To begin with, the defender of faith invariably misrepresents “reason” and “rational 
demonstration” in his attempt at reconciliation. He represents “reason” as a special faculty or 
compartment of the thinking process, and he represents “rational demonstration” as a special type 
of demonstration among others. Thus it is argued that there are means of cognition other than 
reason and kinds of demonstration other than rational. As Richard Robinson points out, the human 


103 Pascal, Penses (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., Inc., 1958), p. 78. 
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mind “comes to seem like a toolbox; and these various faculties-reason, intuition, faith, and the 
rest—are the tools in the box.” 

“Now the good use of a toolbox involves the good choice of which tool to use for each purpose. 
There are things that you can do well with a chisel but not with a hammer, and conversely. Hence 
we come to think that there are things you can do with faith but not with reason, and so on.” 104 

This approach allows the Christian to characterize reason and faith as alternative, but not 
incompatible, ways of acquiring knowledge. Reason has its job, and faith has its job. The critic of 
faith, according to this view, fails to understand the proper functions of reason and faith. By 
demanding that a proposition of faith must meet the requirements of reason—or else be denied the 
status of knowledge—the atheist is demanding that a hammer must meet the requirements of a 
wrench—or else be denied the status of a tool. Such a position is condemned as narrow-minded. 
Reason and faith are different, argues the Christian, because they must accomplish different tasks. 
Reason does what it is capable of, but, as with any instrument, it has its limits. Then we must turn 
to another instrument—faith—in order to grasp the truths that lie beyond reason. Faith supplements 
or perfects reason, just as a wrench may supplement a hammer, or complete a task which the 
hammer begins but is incapable of finishing. 

As stated previously, this defense of faith proceeds from a misrepresentation of “reason” and 
“rational demonstration.” Reason is not one aspect of thought, it is the capacity for abstract thought 
itself. Man’s ability to conceptualize—to mentally abstract and integrate concrete particulars— 
qualifies him as a rational animal. Reason is not one tool of thought among many, it is the entire 
toolbox. To advocate that reason be discarded in some circumstances is to advocate that thinking be 
discarded—which leaves one in the position of attempting to do a job after throwing away the 
required instrument. 

“Rational demonstration” is not a special kind of demonstration (such as deductive reasoning); it 
is the process of demonstrating that a belief fulfills the epistemological requirements of human 
knowledge. The qualification of “rational” does not imply a contrast with other equally valid forms 
of nonrational demonstration; it merely emphasizes that demonstration can occur only within the 
context of principles established by reason. (Technically, when referring to the verification of 
knowledge, the phrase “rational demonstration” is redundant. A demonstration that is not rational— 
i.e., that cannot fulfill the basic requirements of knowledge—is not a demonstration in any 
meaningful sense.) 

Reason is the faculty by which man acquires knowledge; rational demonstration is the process by 
which man verifies his knowledge claims. A belief based on reason is a belief that has been 
examined for evidence, internal coherence, and consistency with previously established knowledge. 
There can be no propositions beyond the “limits of reason.” To advocate that a belief be accepted 
without reason is to advocate that a belief be accepted without thought and without verification. 

Again quoting Robinson: “On all choices between adopting a proposition and adopting its 
contradictory, either reason is competent or nothing is. ... The only alternatives to thinking with 
reason are thinking unreasonably and not thinking.” 105 

Reason does not permit an alternative method of acquiring knowledge. The principles of reason 
are intended to separate justified from unjustified propositions: if a belief cannot meet the 
requirements of reason, it is unjustified—without sufficient foundation—and must be condemned 
as irrational (i.e., contrary to the requirements of reason). Faith, by its very nature as belief in the 


104 Robinson, Honest to God , pp. 101-102. 

105 Ibid., p. 103. 
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absence of rational demonstration, must also be condemned as irrational. In this context, 
“nonrational belief’ is irrational. 

(b) When arguing for compatibility, most Christians take the position that the propositions of 
reason do not contradict the propositions of faith—and, therefore, reason and faith do not conflict. 
With regard to a proposition of faith, claims the apologist, we will not find a proposition of reason 
that contradicts it. 

While it is true that the Christian will never find a contradiction between the propositions of 
reason and his religious beliefs, this is true only because he will never permit such contradictions to 
exist. The apologist reduces all contradictions to apparent contradictions, which he claims are 
ultimately reconcilable. 

The Christian typically uses one of two methods to clear up any alleged discrepancies between 
reason and faith. First, if the battle is not completely lost, he will declare that the apparent conflict 
results from a defect or limitation in our reasoning capacity. Second, if the evidence of reason is 
overwhelming, he will be forced to admit the truth of the rational proposition? but he will stipulate 
that the article of faith was not a “true” article of faith, but rather rested on a misinterpretation of 
scripture or some other divine source. The Christian will then revise his faith and claim that there 
was no real conflict all along. 

As a brazen example of the first method, a fundamentalist writes: 

... no man can possibly presume to make such a statement as: “Science contradicts 
the Bible,” or “The world-view necessitated by modern science disproves the 
Biblical cosmology.” The fact that such statements are made, and in fact quite 
frequently made, is a sad testimonial to the immodesty and presumption of many 
scientists, who are merely fallible and sinful human beings like all other men. 106 


In case one is puzzled by the connection between being “sinful” and being unable to contradict 
Christian doctrines, another Christian fills us in as follows: 

... when the non-Christian scientist or philosopher begins to reason in the field of 
philosophy or theology, the very nature of the subject matter, dealing as it does 
with the ultimate causes of the universe, makes it impossible for him to reason 
correctly. The distortion brought about by the fall of man into sin completely 
blocks the intellectual channels of such a non-Christian thinker and prevents him 
from reasoning correctly. 107 


Even Christians who do not resort to this brand of nonsense will somehow manage to degrade 
reason in their attempts to salvage religious dogma. As Kaufmann notes, Christianity, from its 
inception, “has conceived itself as an enemy of reason and worldly wisdom; it has exerted itself to 
impede the development of reason, belittled the achievements of reason, and gloated over the 
setbacks of reason.” 108 

If there exists a conflict between reason and religious dogma, we are assured that this apparent 
conflict results from our insufficient understanding of divine truths. Whenever consistency, logic or 


106 Henry M. Morris, Studies in the Bible and Science (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1966), p. 7. 

107 Floyd E. Hamilton, The Basis of the Christian Faith (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), p. 14. 

108 Kaufmann, Critique of Religion and Philosophy, p. 310. 
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science became uncomfortable for the Christian, he can safely retreat into his incomprehensible 
God and argue that our problems are a consequence of man’s puny understanding. 

On occasion, however, even the Christian is forced to acknowledge the supremacy of reason if he 
is to avoid pushing his beliefs beyond the limits of absurdity. This is where his religion undergoes a 
rewrite. Previous articles of faith, once disproved, are declared to be unessential, and those beliefs 
that cannot be discarded without demolishing Christianity are now interpreted “symbolically” 
instead of literally. 

Throughout history Christianity has sought to eliminate scientific principles that conflict with 
Christian faith, and it has not hesitated to employ intimidation and violence in pursuit of this end. 
When science finally triumphed, Christianity refused to abandon its appeal to faith. Previous 
conflicts between religion and science were attributed to misunderstandings. Fonner articles of 
faith, after they are conclusively refuted, are now viewed as misinterpretations of the “true” faith; 
and new theories, such as evolution, are incorporated within Christianity. 

It is rather amusing that, after years of violent hostilities between religion and a scientific 
discovery, a modern Christian will claim that the Christian faith (properly understood, of course) 
really supported the new theory all along. Evolution ceased to contradict divine creation only after 
the evidence for evolution became overwhelming. Now every enlightened theologian can deliver an 
impressive account of how evolutionary theory actually magnifies the greatness of God. 

The tragic fate of Galileo is a paradigm case of the conflict between religion and science. The 
heliocentric theory of the solar system as defended by Galileo was dubbed “atheistic”; and one 
Church Father, in opposition to it, declared that “geometry is of the devil” and that 
“mathematicians should be banished as the authors of all heresies.” The Catholic Church with the 
sanction of Pope Paul V decreed that “the doctrine of the double motion of the earth about its axis 
and about the sun is false, and entirely contrary to Holy Scripture.” Galileo, imprisoned and 
threatened with torture, was forced to retract his theory and “abjure, curse, and detest the error and 
the heresy of the movement of the earth.” 109 The Catholic Encyclopedia candidly states that “the 
theologians’ treatment of Galileo was an unfortunate error; and, however it might be explained, it 
cannot be defended.” 110 

This admission by the Catholic Encyclopedia is disturbing. One must wonder why the treatment 
of Galileo was “an unfortunate error.” Was it an error because it is immoral and unjust to coerce 
any man to change his beliefs, regardless of what those beliefs are? If so, much of the history of the 
Catholic Church has been a massive “unfortunate error.” But this is not the implication of the above 
passage. One must suspect that the case of Galileo was “an unfortunate error” simply because 
Galileo was correct and the Catholic Church was incorrect. This apology—like most religious 
apologies for past mistakes—is one of embarrassment, not of moral disapproval. 

Cases of persecution similar to Galileo’s (which are also found in Protestantism) are a significant 
indicator of the extent to which Christians themselves have been aware of the conflict between 
reason and faith. The issue is not whether Galileo was right or wrong. The issue is: Why has 
Christianity found it necessary and desirable to suppress free inquiry with the threat of force? If 
reason will only lend support to the dogmas of religion, why have those countries with a strong 
Church-State alliance displayed such an eagerness to enforce religious dogmas and eliminate 
dissent through the power of the State? Why has Christianity refused, whenever possible, to allow 
its beliefs to compete in a free marketplace of ideas? The answer is obvious? and revealing. 


109 See Andrew Dickson White, A History of the Warfare of Science with Theology’ in Christendom, Vol. 1, pp. 144- 
170. (First printed 1896. Reprinted by Dover Publications, New York, 1960.) 

110 Yew Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 6, p. 254. 
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Christianity is peddling an inferior product, one that cannot withstand critical investigation. Unable 
to compete favorably with other theories, it has sought to gain a monopoly through a state 
franchise, which means: through the use of force. 

The bloodstained history of Christianity is a dramatic testimony to the conflict between reason 
and faith, and it illustrates that many Christians, especially those in power, have themselves been 
aware of the deadly threat that reason poses to faith. 

The responsibility of explanation lies with the Christian. If there is no conflict between reason 
and faith, why has Christianity insisted on rigorous censorship of dissent? If the Catholic Church is 
an institution committed to rationality and truth, why has it subjected dissenters to torture and 
death? The man of reason, the man concerned with arriving at truth, supports his ideas with reasons 
and evidence—not with a torture rack and stake. 

Any Christian of today who wishes to parade as an advocate of reason must begin with an 
unequivocal condemnation of Christianity’s brutal past. He cannot be content with criticizing those 
specific cases where the persecuted party happened to be correct; he must condemn the policy of 
ideological persecution and censorship as such. For the Catholic, this entails that he condemn what 
has been an official policy of the Catholic Church for centuries—and what remains a policy today, 
if to a lesser degree, in those countries unfortunate enough to fall under Church domination. 

The “unfortunate error” of Galileo was just one among many: the historical conflicts between 
science and religion are a continual source of embarrassment for contemporary defenders of faith, 
who must explain why the superior truths of faith have so frequently been displaced by the limited 
truths of reason. Faith, having fared poorly in direct competition with reason, has since been kicked 
upstairs. Unlike their ancestors, most modern theologians are unwilling to venture into the realm of 
science. They prefer to restrict faith to the supernatural and the unknowable—which they believe to 
be forever beyond the domain of science—thus minimizing the possibility of future (and equally 
embarrassing) confrontations. 

With science left to the scientists and the unknowable left to the theologians, it is unlikely that we 
will ever again experience such blatant conflicts between science and religion as those in the past. 
Christian beliefs, especially those of Protestant liberalism, are sufficiently disconnected from the 
real world that no new knowledge about the real world can affect them. 

But confrontations still occur. We have the problem of credibility, or, in many instances, 
gullibility. Christianity grew up in a time of mysticism and wonder; miracles were commonplace, 
and men were willing to believe the most fantastic stories. Times have changed. The modem mind, 
tempered by the progress of science and technology, is less liable to accept at face value stories of 
virgin births, resurrections and places of eternal tonnent. We view such incredible doctrines as the 
products of a primitive and superstitious age—and since Christianity is predicated on these beliefs, 
it seems that we must reject Christianity for the same reason. But the liberal theologian has come to 
the rescue. 

The liberal theologian has dedicated himself to the task of making Christianity palatable to the 
critical mind. Through “demythologizing” and “biblical exegesis,” he seeks to update the 
traditional doctrines of faith, thereby eliminating any apparent conflicts between reason and the 
propositions of faith. The liberal purports to give us a glimpse into the “true” meaning of the 
biblical record—but this meaning usually bears little resemblance to Christianity as it has been 
kn own for nineteen centuries. 

Fiberal Protestants freely concede the historical unreliability of the Bible; in fact, they are largely 
responsible, through the development of “higher criticism,” for its ruthless dissection and demise as 
a factual source. Rudolph Bultmann, an influential Protestant who popularized “demythologizing,” 
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frankly admits that “the whole framework of the history of Jesus must be viewed as an editorial 
construction, and ... a whole series of typical scenes ... must be viewed as creations of the 
evangelists.” 111 While I regard this admission as fatal to Christianity, Bultmann and a host of other 
modernists do not regard it as destructive in the least. How, then, does the liberal view the Bible? 

William Miller explains that the “demythologizer” wishes to “arrive at an accurate picture of the 
kerygma, or real message, of the New Testament .” To accomplish this goal, “The Gospels are 
studied not as historical records but as theological documents from another era that express that 
era’s experience of something that happened then, but also of a kernel of truth that remains valid 
for today.” 112 This raises serious problems. If the Gospels are not considered as “historical 
records,” does this mean that the truth or falsity of the Bible is irrelevant with regard to the truth of 
Christianity? Or, indeed, can Christianity itself be viewed as true or false? 

We must remember that Christianity has a history spanning over nineteen centuries. During this 
time, with the possible exception of the past few decades, the Christian has defined himself in terms 
of what he believes to be true. The Christian believes in a certain kind of god, and he believes that 
God has revealed his will to man through the Bible—which includes the doctrines of hell, eternal 
bliss and the Resurrection of Christ. Many heresies and schisms developed over doctrinal disputes, 
and heated debates ensued, often culminating in persecution. If the historical record is to count for 
anything at all, it is quite clear that Christianity has conceived itself as preaching the truth of 
biblical doctrines and historical incidents. To claim, as does the demythologizer, that the Bible is 
not to be regarded as historical, is to undercut the historical basis of Christianity—and ultimately to 
destroy the concept of Christianity as such. 

Like many theologians, Bultmann’s rejection of traditional doctrines extends to disbelief in the 
literal Resurrection of Jesus; this too is a myth—a myth with meaning and relevance, but a myth 
nonetheless. It is at this point that we must wonder how the liberal Christian differs from the non- 
Christian. Where is the dividing line? In his First Letter to the Corinthians (15:14), Paul warns that 
“if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain.” Paul had a 
clearer grasp of the issues involved than do modern theologians. If the Resurrection is an “editorial 
construction,” then Christianity is false. Period. 

The atheist argues that Christian doctrines conflict with reason and should be rejected; the liberal 
argues that Christian doctrines conflict with reason and should be revised. “Where the heretic 
would say No, the theologian interprets.” But this interpretation, in the hands of the modern 
liberal, simply distorts Christianity into a grotesque form. It does not reconcile reason and Christian 
faith. 

The reason-faith controversy hinges on the truth of the Christian record, i.e., the Bible. Once the 
Bible is conceded to be factually incorrect, there is—from the atheistic point of view—nothing 
further to argue. The theologian may “interpret” to his heart’s content, but he will never move one 
inch closer to refuting atheism. 

Another favorite technique of the liberal theologian is to ignore the uncomfortable. Those 
doctrines beyond the help of interpretation are treated as if they do not exist. This is particularly 
evident in the case of hell. A conspiracy of silence enshrouds this venerable Christian belief, and 
one will search in vain among modern theological works for a detailed discussion of it. 


111 Rudolph Bultmann, “The Study of the Synoptic Gospels,” Form Criticism, p. 28. (First printed 1934. Reprinted by 
Harper Torchbooks, New York, 1962.) 

112 William Robert Miller, ed., The New Christianity (New York: Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1967), p. 249. 

113 Kaufmann, The Faith of a Heretic, p. 100. 
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Hell is described quite vividly by the New Testament writers, who make no attempt to conceal 
the hideous fate awaiting nonbelievers. The great Christian theologians also take hell seriously. In 
his monumental Summa Theologica, Thomas Aquinas discusses such pressing issues as whether the 
damned will be tortured by corporeal fire, whether this fire will be the only method of punishment, 
and whether the damned will weep with actual tears. 114 

Rarely do we hear the liberal Protestant discuss the fate that awaits nonbelievers. If the liberal 
denies hell, he must explain why Christianity is important, because there is no longer anything to be 
“saved” from. If he admits the existence of eternal tonnent (which is unlikely), he must reconcile 
vicious cruelty with what is represented as a religion of love and compassion. Typically, the 
theologian says as little as possible on this subject—which is incredible when one considers the 
importance of hell as a historical teaching and a religious concept. But to pretend that a doctrine 
does not exist does not eliminate its conflict with reason. 

The liberal theologian is trapped in a dilemma. As a scholar and philosopher, he is ostensibly 
committed to intellectual honesty and the pursuit of truth—but as a theologian, he is committed to 
the defense of Christianity. Bultmann expresses this dilemma in a most revealing fashion: 

He [Karl Jaspers] is as convinced as I am that a corpse cannot come back to life or 
rise from the grave, that there are no demons and no magic causality. But how am I, 
in my capacity as pastor, to explain, in my sermons and classes, texts dealing with 
the Resurrection of Jesus in the flesh, with demons, or with magic causality? And 
how am I, in my capacity as theological scholar, to guide the pastor in his task by 
my interpretations? 115 (Emphasis added) 


Bultmann unwittingly reveals the basic difference between philosophy and theology and their 
basic source of conflict. Philosophy is committed to the discovery of truth; it is not obliged, as a 
discipline, to defend any particular set of beliefs at any cost. Such is not the case with theology. 
Theology, as a discipline, is concerned with the defense of a particular set of beliefs; Christian 
theology is concerned with the defense of the Christian religion. As Kaufmann observes in his 
brilliant critique of theology, “One must remember that theology, and indeed any systematic 
discussion of God, was born as a defensive maneuver. It is the product of a distinctive historic 
situation.” 116 

Only if one appreciates the significance of theology as “a defensive maneuver,” can one 
appreciate the function of “demythologizing” and other interpretative techniques. An atheist cannot 
be a theologian. If a theologian abandons his religious commitment, he ceases to be a theologian. A 
theologian qua theologian is committed to defending his religious commitment, which often leads 
him to extreme measures to avoid disclaiming Christianity. The theologian risks more than losing 
an argument; his job is on the line as well. 

Interpretation is the life-blood of theology. It is the method by which theology perpetuates its 
own existence. As Kaufmann puts it, “Theology is ... a comprehensive, rigorous, and systematic 
avoidance, by means of exegesis, of letting one’s Yes be Yes, and one’s No, No.” 117 


114 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Supplement to the Third Part, Q. 97. 

115 Rudolph Bultmann and Karl Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, translated by Norbert Guterman (New York: The 
Noonday Press, 1958), pp. 60-61. 

116 Kaufmann, Critique of Religion and Philosophy, p. 180. 
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Anti-Christ, wrote: “The way in which a theologian, no matter whether in Berlin or in Rome, interprets a ‘word of the 
Scriptures’, or an experience, a victory of his country’s army for example, under the higher illumination of the psalms 
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We thus come full circle to our original problem of reason versus faith. The Christian theologian 
will never find a contradiction between the propositions of faith and reason, because it is his job to 
interpret them out of existence. As a theologian, he has decided beforehand that the propositions of 
faith can be defended, and by defending them he is simply doing theology. Through the prior 
assumption that his beliefs of faith are true, the Christian necessarily concludes that any “conflict” 
between reason and faith is a mistake. He does not want contradictions, so he will refuse to accept 
anything as evidence of a contradiction. There is no apparent contradiction that cannot be explained 
away—even if it entails the castration of the Christian religion and the sacrifice of reason. 

(c) There is another important objection to the preceding attempt to reconcile reason and faith: by 
claiming that the “truths” of faith do not conflict with the truths of reason, the Christian begs the 
question at issue. Granted, if faith can arrive at knowledge, it cannot conflict with reason—but the 
crucial question is: Can faith arrive at knowledge in the first place? Is faith a valid epistemological 
procedure? Unless the Christian can demonstrate that faith is capable of distinguishing truth from 
falsity, he cannot uphold the compatibility of reason and faith. 

The conflict between reason and faith is not primarily a conflict between the propositions of 
reason and the propositions of faith: it is a more basic conflict between the epistemological 
requirements of reason and the nature of faith as a claim to nonrational knowledge. I am arguing 
that faith as such, faith as an alleged method of acquiring knowledge, is totally invalid—and as a 
consequence, all propositions of faith, because they lack rational demonstration, must conflict with 
reason. 

The incompatibility of reason and faith does not hinge on whether the nonbeliever can provide 
knowledge which is in direct contradiction to articles of faith. The full weight of responsibility rests 
with the Christian: he is offering the articles of faith, and he must demonstrate their compatibility 
with reason. He must show that, although his propositions lack rational demonstration, they should 
be accepted as true nonetheless. If he fails to do this, his beliefs collapse as unsupported subjective 
whims. 

To illustrate this point, consider the following situation. I claim to be able to arrive at knowledge 
by the flip of a coin; and, to demonstrate my assertion, I assign “heads” to represent truth and 
“tails” to represent falsity. While tossing the coin, I utter the proposition, “Phoenix is the capital of 
Arizona.” The coin comes up “heads,” indicating that the proposition is true. I repeat the 
experiment with, “Thomas Jefferson was the first president of the United States.” The coin appears 
“tails,” indicating falsity. Since the “truths” of coin flipping are compatible with the truths of 
reason, must we conclude that coin flipping, as an epistemological method, is compatible with 
reason? 

The answer, of course, is “no, coin flipping is not compatible with reason.” But we must 
understand why it is not. The obvious objection is that, after a few lucky coincidences, the 
verifications of coin flipping would flatly contradict the propositions of reason. After a fair 
sampling, approximately 50 percent of the tosses would correspond to rational knowledge, while 
the other 50 percent would not. 


of David, is always so audacious as to make a philologist run up every wall in sight” (pp. 169-170). According to 
Nietzsche, “Whoever has theologian blood in his veins has a wrong and dishonest attitude towards all things from the 
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This objection correctly notes that reason must serve as the arbiter of truth, but it misses the crux 
of the problem. It is not the case, as this objection suggests, that coin flipping can even sometimes 
arrive at knowledge. While 50 percent of the flips may correspond to rational knowledge, it does 
not follow that coin flipping is a “semi-reliable” method of gaining knowledge. In fact, it is 
completely unreliable, because it is not even a method of ascertaining truth in the first place. Since 
they lack rational support, the propositions of coin flipping—regardless of their specific content— 
cannot qualify as knowledge claims. 

The coin flipping example rests upon an erroneous assumption: it assumes that, since the result of 
a coin toss may correspond to rational knowledge, coin flipping therefore qualifies as a means of 
acquiring knowledge. But there are two important issues here that must be distinguished: we must 
differentiate between what one believes (the content) and why one believes it (the grounds or 
justification for belief). Rational demonstration pertains to justification as well as content. To earn 
the status of truth, a proposition must be capable of being justified. When, through sheer 
coincidence, a coin toss corresponds to actual fact, it has not arrived at a truth; it has not established 
or justified anything. 

Since coin flipping contains no epistemological standards to distinguish truth from falsity, it 
cannot qualify as a method of gaining knowledge. If I assert a knowledge claim based on a coin 
toss, it is not the responsibility of the nonbeliever to check my claim against rational knowledge in 
order to determine whether my method is compatible with reason. It is only necessary for him to 
point out that I am asserting propositions without offering evidence in their favor—which means 
that I cannot claim the status of knowledge for any of my propositions. Without cognitive support, I 
cannot specify why my assertions should be accepted as true—which means that I cannot offer 
reasons why anyone should take me seriously. Coin flipping as such conflicts with the requirements 
of reason; therefore, all propositions of coin flipping (i.e., all beliefs based on this procedure) also 
conflict with reason. 

Returning to the concept of faith, we may say the following: if the Christian wishes to argue that 
the “truths” of faith do not conflict with the truths of reason, he must first demonstrate that faith is 
capable of distinguishing truth from falsity. He must present the epistemological credentials of 
faith, the method by which faith arrives at truth. How do we distinguish an article of faith from a 
whim or a coin flip? On what basis does the Christian argue that faith enables one to gain 
knowledge? What is the justification of faith? 

It is thoroughly improper for the Christian to demand that the atheist present propositions of 
reason that contradict propositions of faith. Although this can be done easily, it is not required to 
establish the irrationality of faith. As with coin flipping, even if there were cases where 
propositions of faith coincide with actual fact, this would not prove the rationality of faith. Aside 
from the content of his beliefs, the Christian must specify why he believes them—and if his 
justification cannot withstand critical scrutiny, all beliefs accepted on faith collapse as irrational. 

We see, then, that one cannot uphold the compatibility of articles of faith with reason until one 
first establishes the validity of faith as a means of acquiring knowledge. The argument under 
consideration—that the propositions of faith do not contradict the propositions of reason—is simply 
question begging, because it presupposes the truth of that which it must demonstrate. The 
propositions of faith will not conflict with the propositions of reason only if faith can arrive at 
knowledge, but this is the very issue being disputed. Thus the Christian cannot use this as a link in 
his argument. 


73 



George H. Smith - ATHEISM: The Case Against God 


5. - The Dilemma of Faith 

With the preceding groundwork, we now arrive at what may be tenned the central dilemma of 
faith: Insofar as faith is possible, it is irrational; insofar as faith is rational, it is impossible. 

This dilemma is a consequence of the fact that reason and faith cannot simultaneously be offered 
as grounds for belief. A belief can be based on reason or faith, but not both. This makes it 
impossible for the Christian to maintain the rationality of faith, because as soon as a belief is 
rationally demonstrated, it ceases to be an article of faith. 

Consider the alleged Resurrection of Jesus. Either this belief can fulfill the requirements of 
knowledge or it cannot. Either it is based on evidence, is internally consistent as a belief, and is 
capable of integration with one’s previous knowledge, or it is not. If the belief in the Resurrection 
can fulfill these standards, it should be accepted as true—but it has then become a proposition of 
reason and can no longer be accepted on faith. On the other hand, if the belief in the Resurrection 
cannot meet the requirements of reason, it may be accepted on faith—but it can no longer claim the 
status of rational. And so it goes with every article of faith. 

By appealing to faith, the Christian wishes to claim the status of knowledge for beliefs that have 
not fulfilled the minimum requirements of knowledge. Indeed, this is the only context in which the 
appeal to faith makes sense. But to label as “knowledge” that which has not been rationally 
demonstrated is a contradiction, because reason demands that nothing be designated as knowledge 
except that which can fulfill its fundamental requirements. 

This is the essence of faith: to consider an idea as true even though it cannot meet the test of 
truth, to consider an idea as having a referent in reality while rejecting the process by which man 
kn ows reality. Regardless of the particular manner in which the Christian characterizes his version 
of faith, he cannot escape its irrational bias. His only chance of escape, to claim that the articles of 
faith can also meet the requirements of reason, is a dead end, because it renders the concept of faith 
inapplicable. Faith is possible only in the case of beliefs that lack rational demonstration. 

Since faith must entail belief in the absence of rational demonstration, all propositions of faith— 
regardless of their specific content—are irrational. To believe on faith is to believe in defiance of 
rational guidelines, and this is the essence of irrationalism. 

Because of this inherent irrationalism, faith can never rescue the concept of God or the truth of 
Christian dogmas. Faith is required only for those beliefs that cannot be defended. Only if one’s 
beliefs are indefensible—and only if one wishes to retain these beliefs in spite of their 
indefensibility—is the appeal to faith necessary. If the Christian wishes to argue for the rationality 
of his convictions, he should stick with presenting evidence and arguments, and he should never 
appeal to faith in the first place. The Christian who calls upon faith has already admitted the 
irrationality of his belief; he has already conceded that his beliefs cannot be defended through 
reason. 

If we cannot understand the concept of God, we do not come closer to understanding it through 
faith. If the doctrines of Christianity are absurd, they do not lose their absurdity through faith. If 
there are no reasons to believe in Christianity, we do not gain reasons through faith. Faith does not 
erase contradictions and absurdities; it merely allows one to believe in spite of contradictions and 
absurdities. 

The appeal to faith solves nothing and explains nothing; it merely diverts attention from the 
crucial issue of truth. In the final analysis, not only is the concept of faith irreconcilably opposed to 
reason, but it is evasive and quite useless as well. 
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V - The Skepticism of Faith 


1. - Spheres of Influence 

The conflict between reason and faith may be viewed as a struggle to control spheres of influence. 
Since reason and faith cannot simultaneously reside over any given sphere, the dominance of one 
requires the exclusion of the other. Once we see that a sphere for faith can be manufactured only at 
the expense of reason, we can appreciate why the “unknowable” is a central tenet of theism and 
why Christianity has found it necessary to declare war on reason. 

All arguments for faith follow the same basic pattern, which may be divided into three stages: 
First, we are presented with an alleged need of man, something his nature requires (such as 
knowledge of ultimate truths). Second, we are told that reason cannot fulfill this need (hence the 
notion of the “unknowable”). Third, we are introduced to the concept of faith, which we are assured 
will accomplish the desired task. Faith comes to the rescue, as it were, saving mankind from the 
strictures of reason. 

Many critics of faith focus exclusively on the third stage of this progression by objecting to 
specific theories of faith. Although this is a valuable approach (and one which we shall pursue in 
the next chapter), it is not the most effective form of refutation. The main source of conflict 
between reason and faith lies in the second stage of the faith argument. Before the Christian can 
bring faith to the rescue, he must convince us that something needs to be rescued; he requires a 
victim to save. This is why he directs most of his energy to creating the epistemological need for 
faith through denying the efficacy of reason. Defenses of faith primarily consist, not in establishing 
what faith can do, so much as arguing what reason cannot do. This suggests that a thorough critique 
of faith must begin with the alleged inadequacy of reason to fulfill certain needs. 

Since an attack on reason, either overtly or through more subtle methods, is a necessary 
prerequisite for any concept of faith, a defense of reason is the strongest possible argument against 
faith. Rather than dealing with this or that theory of faith, a defense of reason cuts the ground from 
under faith as such by denying to it any possible sphere of influence. We shall argue, in effect, that 
faith cannot rescue us from the inadequacies of reason simply because reason is not inadequate. 

The methodology of this chapter is based on a principle known as “Occam’s razor,” after the 
fourteenth-century theologian, William of Occam. Also called “the principle of parsimony,” this 
dictum states that one should never multiply explanations or increase their complexity beyond 
necessity. An explanation should be as simple and direct as possible, and any excess baggage 
should be discarded. Mortimer J. Adler explains the function of this principle as follows: 

... Occam’s razor is a two-edged instrument—one that works in opposite directions. 

It eliminates theoretical constructs, that cannot be shown to be necessary for 
explanatory purposes; but it also justifies the retention of theoretical constructs the 
need for which can be shown. 118 


118 Mortimer J. Adler, The Difference of Man and the Difference it Makes (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 
1967), p. 143. 
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The Christian’s entire defense of faith hinges on whether he can present faith as a “theoretical 
construct the need for which can be shown.” If one believes that reason can be shown deficient in 
some respect, the door is open for the alternative suggestion that we turn to the sphere of faith. 

The adaptation of Occam’s razor to the reason-faith controversy consists in demonstrating that 
faith, as a supposed method of acquiring knowledge, “cannot be shown to be necessary for 
explanatory purposes.” If reason is not inadequate, the door for faith is never opened—and the 
subject of faith should never arise in the first place. 

If faith is to gain a foothold, reason must be attacked, which brings us to the issue of 
epistemological skepticism. Although skepticism assumes many forms, it is basically the doctrine 
that reason is unable to know or adequately deal with particular aspects of reality. Although 
skeptics rarely deny knowledge outright, they may argue that facts cannot be known with certainty, 
or that man cannot perceive reality directly, or that the foundations of knowledge—such as the laws 
of logic—are arbitrary constructs of human consciousness and cannot be said to mirror reality. 

It is a widespread delusion that Christianity stands as the last threshold against philosophical 
skepticism. We are repeatedly warned that belief in God provides the only antidote to the skeptical 
trend in modern philosophy. “In the modem world generally,” writes one theologian, “the Catholic 
Church comes forward as the one and only real champion of reason .” 119 

This is a gross distortion of truth, both from a historical and philosophical perspective. 
Christianity has never been a champion of reason, nor is it so today. Historically, Christianity has 
demanded unquestioning belief in its dogma, and it has subordinated reason to the “handmaiden of 
faith.” While reason was pennitted to explicate and defend religious dogma, it was never allowed 
to question the truth of dogma as such. 

To claim that Christianity somehow provides a bastion of defense against skepticism is worse 
than false; it is a reversal of the truth. Christianity thrives on faith, and faith cannot exist without 
skepticism. Skepticism is the precursor of faith; it paves the way for faith. Through denying the 
efficacy of reason, skepticism creates the need for faith. If faith is the epistemological underpinning 
of Christianity, skepticism is the epistemological underpinning of faith. 

The skeptic and the Christian agree that reason is inadequate in some respect, and they disagree 
only with regard to the conclusion to be drawn from this. Where the skeptic says no, the Christian 
calls on faith. Where the skeptic wishes to reject some kinds of knowledge as impossible or 
uncertain, the Christian seeks to preserve knowledge and certainty through faith. The skeptic rejects 
reason; the Christian rejects reason and then drags in faith. The skeptic and the Christian, united in 
their belief in the impotence of reason, are philosophical cousins. 

In his struggle to create a sphere of influence for faith, the Christian must align with skepticism. 
While he may later denounce and oppose skepticism, the fact remains that skepticism in one form 
or another is the method by which the Christian justifies his faith. As noted earlier, defenses of faith 
are memorable for their careful listing of the many things reason allegedly cannot do. This is the 
second stage of the faith argument—the denial of spheres of influence to reason—and it constitutes 
a crucial step in establishing Christianity. 

It is interesting to examine some of the ways in which Christians use skepticism to further their 
goals. Perhaps the most popular method is to declare that reason must be accepted on faith. 
According to D.E. Trueblood: 


119 G. K. Chesterton, Introduction to God and Intelligence in Modern Philosophy by Fulton J. Sheen, p. 7. (First printed 
1925. Reprinted by Image Books, New York, 1958.) 
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The ordinary view is that knowledge comes first and that faith comes afterward. ... 
The truth, however, lies in the precise opposite of all this. Faith precedes 
knowledge and makes knowledge possible. ... Knowledge is produced when the 
original sensa are interpreted and organized by epistemological faith. Upon such 
faith rest not only the lofty creeds of ethics and religion, but also the maxims of 
daily life. 120 


Trueblood also maintains that the existence of a world external to one’s consciousness cannot be 
established through reason and must be believed on faith: 

Of course, we all believe in the existence of the “real world,” but it is a wholesome 
exercise in humility to try to understand why we believe in it. We do so by taking a 
leap, the leap of epistemological faith. 121 


Another common approach is to argue that the basic principles of science—causality, the 
uniformity of nature, and the reliability of reason—cannot be verified through reason and hence 
enter the domain of faith. “... it is apparent,” writes A. F. Smethurst, “that if we look far enough we 

shall find that modern science rests upon a foundation of religious belief, and is based upon 

122 

assumptions which can only be justified by monotheistic faith. Science rests upon acts of faith.” 
Like many Christians, Smethurst believes that reason must be vindicated through faith: 

What other ground can we find to justify that reliance on the human mind which is 
essential to science, save faith in God, and in a God of such a character as He Who 
is revealed by the Christian Revelation? 123 


In Studies in the Bible and Science, the fundamentalist H. M. Morris argues that the uniformity of 
nature must be accepted on faith: 

The scientific method involves ... the study of present natural processes. When men 
attempt to interpret the events of the prehistoric past or the eschatologic future, they 
must necessarily leave the domain of true science ... and enter the realm of faith. 124 


A survey of religious books, especially those written by Protestants, will reveal a deep and 
thorough strain of skepticism with regard to the efficacy of reason. Reason, we are told, cannot 
provide its own foundations, or it cannot support the basic principles of logic and science, or it 
cannot give us factual certainty, or it cannot escape the unreliability of sensory evidence. When the 
atheist charges that we cannot make sense out of the concept of God, the Christian replies that this 
should not disturb us, because we cannot make sense out of many things. When the atheist charges 
that the existence of a supernatural being cannot be demonstrated through reason, the Christian 
replies that this must be expected, because reason is incapable of demonstrating much of anything. 
What reason cannot accomplish, however, faith can—and the Christian offers to save us from a 
skepticism of his own making. 


120 Trueblood, Philosophy of Religion, p. 53. 

121 Ibid., p. 49. 

122 Arthur F. Smethurst, Modern Science and Christian Beliefs (New York: Abingdon Press, 1955), p. 14. 

123 Ibid., p. 12. 

124 Morris, Studies in the Bible and Science, pp. 108-109. 
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The Christian is committed to a fonn of transcendental skepticism. What real difference is there 
between the skeptic who believes that man cannot know reality as it actually is, and the Christian 
who declares that man cannot know ultimate reality (i.e., God) as it actually is? How does the 
skeptic who bemoans the impotence of reason to comprehend existence differ from the Christian 
who preaches the impotence of reason to comprehend the ultimate form of existence? There are no 
basic differences here, only differences of degree. 

We see, therefore, that Christianity has a vested interest in skepticism-first, to create a sphere for 
faith and, second, to preserve the notion of an unknowable being who lies forever beyond the scope 
of reason. For the Christian to oppose skepticism is ideological suicide. The Christian who postures 
as an enemy of skepticism is biting the hand that feeds him. 

Generally considered, a defense of reason is an attack on skepticism. More specifically, our 
defense of reason shall be an attack on skepticism as employed by the Christian to create a sphere 
of influence for faith. 

2. - Universal Skepticism 

We shall begin our examination of skepticism with a doctrine known as universal skepticism. 
While few philosophers or theologians explicitly adhere to this position, its basic theme often arises 
in less sweeping varieties of skepticism. By noting the flaws of universal skepticism, we are able to 
arrive at the general principles with which to answer other skeptical objections to knowledge. 

Universal skepticism is usually stated in one of two ways. In its positive form it consists of the 
doctrine that man can know nothing. This belief can be easily dismissed, because anyone who 
defends it finds himself immersed in hopeless absurdities. In asserting that there is no knowledge, 
the skeptic is asserting a knowledge claim—which according to his own theory is impossible. The 
universal skeptic wishes to claim truth for a theory that denies man’s ability to arrive at truth, and 
this puts the skeptic in the unenviable position of uttering nonsense. Indeed, he cannot even begin 
to argue for his position, because the “possibility of knowledge is presupposed in the very 
possibility of argument, in the very possibility of having recourse to reasons.” " As Francis Parker 
explains: 


There is such a thing as knowledge. The assertion of this proposition is necessarily 
true if there is to be any assertion at all, for its contradictory is self-contradictory. If 
the assertion “There is no knowledge” is true, then it is false, for that assertion itself 
purports to be an instance of knowledge. Thus the only alternative to the 
recognition of the existence of knowledge is, as Aristotle said, a return to the 
vegetative state where no assertions whatever can be made. 126 


The second form of universal skepticism consists of the doctrine that we must doubt every 
alleged instance of knowledge. Through this negative formulation, the universal skeptic seeks to 
avoid the contradiction of asserting a knowledge claim while denying the existence of knowledge. 
But the doctrine that we should doubt every knowledge claim translates into the positive assertion 


125 D. W. Hamlyn, The Theory of Knowledge (New York: Doubleday and Co., 1970), p. 50. 

126 Francis H. Parker, “Realistic Epistemology,” The Return to Reason, edited by John Wild (Chicago: Henry Regnery 
Co., 1953), p. 152. Parker himself attempts a reconciliation of reason and faith in Reason and Faith Revisited 
(Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1971). 
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that man can never attain certainty—and this version of skepticism fares no better than the 
preceding. 

We must ask if this “principle of universal doubt” is itself certain, or is it open to doubt as well? 
If it is known with certainty, at least one thing is beyond doubt, which makes the principle false. If, 
however, the principle is open to doubt—i.e., if it is not certain—then on what grounds can the 
skeptic claim greater plausibility for his theory than any other? The logician C. N. Bittle elaborates 
on this problem: 

Skeptics either have valid reasons for their universal doubting, or they have no 
valid reasons for it. If they have valid reasons, they surely know something that is 
valid, and they no longer are real skeptics. If they have no valid reasons, they have 
no reason to doubt. In the first case their position is inconsistent, and in the second 
case their position is irrational. Whichever way they turn, their position is 
untenable. 127 


Why, according to the universal skeptic, should every knowledge claim be doubted? “Because,” 
he will reply, “man is capable of error, and it is possible in any given instance that he has 
committed an error.” We must remember, however, that “error” (or falsehood) is the opposite of 
“truth”—and the skeptic who appeals to error implicitly admits that a proposition cannot be true 
and false, correct and incorrect, at the same time and in the same respect. Thus, whether he likes it 
or not, the skeptic must surrender to the logical principle known as the Law of Contradiction 
(which states that a proposition cannot be true and false at the same time and in the same respect). 
As a barest minimum, therefore, the skeptic must concede the validity of the Law of Contradiction 
and its corollaries: the Law of Identity (A is A, a thing is itself) and the Law of the Excluded 
Middle (something is either A or not-A). 

Here we must note the main source of confusion in the skeptical approach: the equation of 
knowledge and certainty with infallibility. When the skeptic claims that every knowledge claim 
should be doubted because man is capable of making mistakes, he is simply pointing out the 
obvious: that man is a fallible being. No one, not even the most resolute anti-skeptic, will deny the 
point that man is fallible. (We must wonder, though, how the skeptic arrived at this knowledge. Is 
he certain that man is fallible?) 

The skeptic fails to realize that it is precisely man’s fallibility that generates the need for a 
science of knowledge. If man were infallible—if all knowledge were given to him without the 
slightest possibility of error—then the need for epistemological guidelines with which to verify 
ideas, with which to sort the true from the false, would not arise. Man requires a method to 
minimize the possibility of error, and this is the function of epistemology. A science of knowledge 


127 Celestine N. Bittle, Reality’ and the Mind (New York: The Bruce Publishing Co., 1936), pp. 47-48. Bittle is a 
Thomist, and he typifies the paradox in which Thomists find themselves regarding faith and skepticism. Because of 
their Aristotelian background and respect for logic, Thomists have written some excellent critiques of skepticism; and, 
in many respects, they display a high regard for reason. Thus, according to Bittle, “objective evidence, not faith, is the 
ultimate criterion of truth in the order of natural knowledge” (p. 315). This is fine as far as it goes, but note the phrase 
“natural knowledge.” This indicates a contrast with supernatural knowledge, and it is here that reason gives way to 
faith. “Concerning supernatural truths,” writes Bittle, “it is indeed correct to say that a revelation is required in order to 
be certain of them” (p. 315). Thomists are not overt skeptics, but they rely on an undercurrent of skepticism in order to 
divorce the realm of reason from the realm of faith. This is discussed in more detail in the following chapter. 

See also: Celestine N. Bittle, The Science of Correct Thinking, rev. (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Co., 1937), 
pp. 291-292. Here Bittle defends inductive reasoning by basing the belief in the uniformity of nature on the belief in 
God, thus effectively denying that the belief in the uniformity of nature can be grounded in reason. 
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enables us to discriminate between justified and unjustified beliefs; and since the beliefs of an 
infallible being would not stand in need of verification, he could have no use for epistemological 
standards. Where infallibility is involved, concepts such as truth, falsity, certainty and uncertainty 
are stripped of any possible application. 

Consider the basic argument of the skeptic. We have seen that fallibility gives rise to 
epistemological guidelines used to distinguish truth from falsity, certainty from uncertainty, and so 
forth. The skeptic, however, starts from the same premise—that man is fallible—and uses it to 
argue that man can never achieve truth and certainty. It is because man is capable of error that he 
must distinguish truth from falsehood, certainty from doubt. “But,” argues the skeptic, “it is 
because man is capable of error that he can never attain truth and certainty.” 

The skeptic thus turns epistemology on its head by using the foundation for a science of 
knowledge—human fallibility—as a weapon to argue, in effect, that a science of knowledge is 
impossible to man. 

Even if the universal skeptic could consistently adhere to his position (which he cannot), his 
victory would be an empty one. His claim that man cannot acquire knowledge and certainty reduces 
to the claim that man is fallible—and this tells us nothing new, except that the skeptic prefers to use 
epistemological terms while totally ignoring their context. 

Since man is not infallible, any concepts of “knowledge” or “certainty” that require infallibility 
are, for that very reason, inapplicable to man and totally irrelevant to human epistemology. Even if 
the skeptical position made sense, it would fail to tell us anything concerning human knowledge 
and human certainty, which removes it from the realm of serious consideration. 

In summary, we have indicted universal skepticism on two counts: first, because it cannot be 
maintained without contradiction and, second, because it commits what we shall hereafter refer to 
as the “infallibilist fallacy”—i.e., the equation of epistemological tenns, such as “knowledge” and 
“certainty,” with a standard of infallibility, which is completely inappropriate to man and to the 
science of knowledge in general. 

3. - The Contextual Nature of Knowledge 

The main lesson of the preceding discussion is that man’s fallibility does not invalidate his 
knowledge claims. Man’s capacity for error is not sufficient reason to suppose that he has 
committed an error in any specific instance. The skeptic cannot appeal solely to man’s fallibility as 
the grounds for skepticism; further argumentation is required. 

This point has been recognized by a number of philosophers. Thomas Reid, an eighteenth- 
century Scottish philosopher, wrote a brilliant critique of skepticism in which he maintains that 
man’s fallibility does not preclude certainty. When a skeptic objects to a knowledge claim, argues 
Reid, “He makes no objection to any part of the demonstration, but pleads my fallibility in 
judging.” But, continues Reid, “I have made the proper allowance for this already, by being open to 
conviction.” 128 

A wise man who has practised reasoning knows that he is fallible, and carries this conviction 
along with him in every judgment he forms. He knows likewise, that he is more liable to err in 
some cases than in others. He has a scale in his mind, by which he estimates his liableness to err, 

.1 9Q 

and by this he regulates the degree of his assent in his first judgment upon any point. 


128 Thomas Reid, Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man (Cambridge: The M. I. T. Press, 1969), p. 744. 

129 Ibid., p. 748. 
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Reid clearly recognizes the absurdity of the skeptic’s attempt to turn reason against itself: “To 
pretend to prove by reasoning that there is no force in reason, does indeed look like a philosophical 

130 

delirium. It is like a man’s pretending to see clearly, that he himself and all other men are blind.” 

The modern analytic philosopher J.L. Austin argues in a similar vein: the fact that man is 
“inherently fallible,” he writes, does not entail that he is “inveterately so.” 

Machines are inherently liable to break down, but good machines don’t (often). It is 
futile to embark on a “theory of knowledge” which denies this liability: such 
theories constantly end up by admitting the liability after all, and denying the 
existence of “knowledge.” 131 


According to Austin, if the skeptic wishes to attack a knowledge claim for which evidence has 
been provided, he must attack the evidence itself; he cannot merely appeal to human fallibility. “... 
being aware that you may be mistaken doesn’t mean merely being aware that you are a fallible 
human being: it means that you have some concrete reason to suppose that you may be mistaken in 
this case.” 132 

D.W. Hamlyn presents a systematic development of this theme in his recent book, The Theory of 
Knowledge. Hamlyn rejects universal skepticism on the grounds that the existence of knowledge 
“cannot be rationally questioned.” Therefore, when someone shows skepticism about certain claims 
to knowledge, what is required is that the ball be put firmly in his court. He is the one who must 
produce justification for his position. Skepticism without grounds is empty, and empty suggestions 

133 

need not be regarded seriously. 

The above philosophers have a vital point in common: they adopt what may be termed a 
contextual approach to doubt. Universal doubt is rejected because of its inherent contradiction and 
presumption of infallibility. Rational doubt arises contextually, that is to say, doubt emerges in 
specific circumstances when the arguments and evidence offered in support of a proposition are 
determined to be defective or insufficient. The skeptic cannot bypass the particulars of a knowledge 
claim and merely assert that, since man is fallible, the knowledge claim deserves to be doubted. To 
do so is to commit the “infallibilist fallacy.” 

In order to justify his doubt, the skeptic must take issue with the specific arguments and evidence 
offered in support of a knowledge claim. If the proposition in question can withstand scrutiny, it 
qualifies as knowledge; and if the evidence in favor of the proposition is overwhelming, it 
rationally qualifies as certain knowledge—man’s fallibility notwithstanding. 

A contextual view of doubt must rest, implicitly or explicitly, on a contextual theory of 
knowledge and certainty; but none of the preceding philosophers have developed such a theory in 
detail. Important work in this area has been undertaken by Ayn Rand, the Russian-born novelist 
and philosopher, whose contextual approach to knowledge provides a solid framework for our 
critique of skepticism. Rand’s basic approach to epistemology (on which much of the previous 
discussion has been based) is summarized in this excerpt from Introduction to Objectivist 
Epistemology. 


130 Ibid., p. 739. 

131 J. L. Austin, “Other Minds,” Philosophical Papers, edited by J. O. Urmson and G. J. Warnock (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1961), p. 66. 

132 Ibid. 

133 Hamlyn, The Theory’ of Knowledge, p. 49. 
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Man is neither infallible nor omniscient; if he were, a discipline such as 
epistemology—the theory of knowledge—would not be necessary nor possible: his 
knowledge would be automatic, unquestionable and total. But such is not man’s 
nature. Man is a being of volitional consciousness: beyond the level of percepts—a 
level inadequate to the cognitive requirements of his survival—man has to acquire 
knowledge by his own effort, which he may exercise or not, and by a process of 
reason, which he may apply correctly or not. Nature gives him no automatic 
guarantee of his mental efficacy; he is capable of error, of evasion, of psychological 
distortion. He needs a method of cognition, which he himself has to discover: he 
must discover how to use his rational faculty, how to validate his conclusions, how 
to distinguish truth from falsehood, how to set the criteria of what he may accept as 
knowledge. 134 


A thorough presentation of Rand’s epistemology is impossible here, but the following brief 
sketch touches on some basic issues, insofar as they are relevant to our analysis of skepticism. 

Man retains his knowledge in the form of concepts. Beginning with the perceptually given 
concretes of his sensory experience, man forms concepts through a mental process of abstraction 
and integration. He abstracts, or mentally “lifts out,” common characteristics of observed existents, 
and integrates these characteristics into a single mental unit, a concept, which is used thereafter as 
an open-ended classification subsuming an unlimited number of concretes of a particular kind. 
According to Rand, “concept-formation is a method of cognition, man’s method, and ... concepts 
represent classifications of observed existents according to their relationship to other observed 
existents.” 135 

Conceptualization permits man to store a vast amount of information which can be called to 
conscious awareness when needed. From basic, low-level concepts, man expands his range of 
knowledge, step by step, in a hierarchical fashion. To validate his concepts, man “has to discover 
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the rules of thought, the laws of logic, to direct his thinking.” Concepts are symbolized by words, 
and words are arranged in grammatical sentences to express propositions. A true proposition 
identifies a fact of reality; a false proposition purports to identify a fact, but fails to do so. 

With one exception, which we shall discuss shortly, Rand regards all concepts, and hence all 
knowledge—as contextual. This means that concepts are formed and validated within the context of 
previous concepts, and new knowledge is acquired and validated within the context of previous 
knowledge. We thus have what may be described as an inverted pyramid of knowledge, a complex 
system of interrelated ideas, each concept depending for its validity on previous concepts from 
which it is genetically derived. But it is logically impossible to have an infinite regress of concepts; 
there must be a fundamental underpinning, a foundation to set the context. This foundation, for 
Rand, consists of axiomatic concepts. 

These are the basis of man’s knowledge: 

An axiomatic concept is the identification of a primary fact of reality, which cannot 
be analyzed, i.e., reduced to other facts or broken into component parts. It is 
implicit in all facts and in all knowledge. It is the fundamentally given and directly 


134 Ayn Rand, Introduction to Objectivist Epistemology’ (New York: The Objectivist, Inc., 1967), p. 70. A series of 
lectures on ‘‘‘Objectivism’s Theory of Knowledge” was presented by Leonard Peikoff under the auspices of the 
Nathaniel Branden Institute in New York City, and these lectures were distributed via tape transcript throughout the 
United States. However, to my knowledge, these lectures have not been available since the dissolution of N. B. I. in 
1968. 

135 Ibid., pp. 45-46. 

136 Rand, The Virtue of Selfishness, p. 14. 
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perceived or experienced, which requires no proof or explanation, but on which all 
proofs and explanations rest. 

The first and primary axiomatic concepts are “existence,” “identity” (which is a 
corollary of “existence”) and “consciousness.” One can study what exists and how 
consciousness functions; but one cannot analyze (or “prove”) existence as such, or 
consciousness as such. These are irreducible primaries. (An attempt to “prove” 
them is self-contradictory: it is an attempt to “prove” existence by means of non¬ 
existence, and consciousness by means of unconsciousness.) 137 

The contextual nature of knowledge and the role of axiomatic concepts are the basis for an 
important principle concerning skepticism. Since these three concepts—existence, identity, and 
consciousness—are implicit in and presupposed by all propositions, any attempt to deny them 
results in a kind of self-contradiction known as the Fallacy of the Stolen Concept. This fallacy, 
writes Nathaniel Branden, “consists of the act of using a concept while ignoring, contradicting or 
denying the validity of the concepts on which it logically and genetically depends.” Branden 
elaborates as follows: 

All of man’s knowledge and all his concepts have a hierarchical structure. The 
foundation or ultimate base of this structure is man’s sensory perceptions; these are 
the starting-point of his thinking. From these, man forms his first concepts and 
(ostensive) definitions—then goes on building the edifice of his knowledge by 
identifying and integrating new concepts on a wider and wider scale. It is a process 
of building one identification upon another—of deriving wider abstractions from 
previously known abstractions, or of breaking down wider abstractions into 
narrower classifications. Man’s concepts are derived from and depend on earlier, 
more basic concepts which serve as their genetic roots. For example, the concept 
“parent” is presupposed by the concept “orphan”; if one had not grasped the 
former, one could not arrive at the latter, nor could the latter be meaningful. 

The hierarchical nature of man’s knowledge implies an important principle that 
must guide man’s reasoning: When one uses concepts, one must recognize their 
genetic roots, one must recognize that which they logically depend on and 
presuppose. 139 


The principle that knowledge is contextual, and the consequence of ignoring this fact—the 
Fallacy of the Stolen Concept—are essential for understanding the basic flaw in the majority of 
skeptical arguments. In order to present his arguments, the skeptic must employ words and 
concepts; and if these words and concepts are to have meaning, they must be employed within the 
conceptual framework that makes them possible. Skeptics typically argue as if concepts exist in a 
vacuum—as if any kind of question or demand is legitimate—and they proceed to mistake the 
ensuing chaos for profundity. 

To say that the skeptic commits the Fallacy of the Stolen Concept is to say that the skeptic 
“steals” concepts to which he has no epistemological right. The skeptic presents an argument 
which, if valid, would undercut the logical foundations that the skeptic himself must use in 
presenting the argument. Most skeptical arguments cannot be maintained without presupposing the 


7 Rand, Introduction to Objectivist Epistemology’, p. 14. This brief excerpt cannot do justice to Rand’s treatment of 
axiomatic concepts, so the reader is urged to read Rand’s monograph in its entirety. 

138 Nathaniel Branden, “The Stolen Concept,” The Objectivist Newsletter, Vol. 2, No. 1 (Jan. 1963), p. 4. 

139 Ibid., p. 2. 
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truth of that which they are attempting to invalidate, which forces the skeptic into the mire of self- 
contradiction. The introductory text Philosophical Problems and Arguments expresses this 
principle as follows: 

... a fundamentally important goal of thought and language is to make sense of 
things. What makes sense is certified by our epistemic standards; consequently, 
those standards reflect our conception of reality. The skeptic is implicitly and 
clandestinely rejecting those very standards and conceptions. By so doing he is also 
rejecting the very language he speaks. But now the epistemic treachery is exposed; 
and once seen for what it is, we may readily conclude ... that skepticism is a sham 
and a delusion. 140 


4. - Skepticism and the Primacy of Faith 

Among Christian theorists, overt skepticism is most often employed by Protestant theologians who 
wish to establish some variant of the “primacy of faith” doctrine. These theologians argue that due 
to the inadequacies of reason, we must have faith in reason, faith in logic, faith in the existence of 
the external world, and faith in the basic tenets of science. If the atheist objects to the irrationality 
of Christian faith, the Christian replies that the atheist faces the same problem—except that the 
atheist places his faith in reason and science instead of in God and the immaterial world. 

This ploy to vindicate faith through skepticism is a failure twice over: it is useless and fallacious. 
Let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that the atheist is required to have “faith” of some kind, 
such as faith in the laws of logic. As a barest minimum, the atheist can give an intelligible meaning 
to his “faith” by specifying what he has faith in, the object of his faith. 

Such is not the case with Christian faith in the existence of God. As demonstrated in Chapter 3, 
theologians are unable to provide a coherent and consistent description of God; so faith in God, 
aside from being unjustified, is also unintelligible. The Christian may just as well claim to have 
faith in the existence of square circles. Because the concept of God is incoherent, the primacy of 
faith, even if true, is stripped of its major impact. The Christian can never reduce the beliefs of an 
atheist to the same depths of irrationality as the concept of God. 

This temporary concession to the primacy of faith doctrine is far too generous. Every attempt of 
the Christian skeptic to give faith priority over reason is doomed to failure. We shall briefly 
examine four versions of the skeptical approach—(a) faith in the efficacy of reason, (b) faith in the 
laws of logic, (c) faith in the existence of the external world, (d) faith in the principles of science— 
and we shall see how each commits some form of common skeptical fallacies. 

(a) What does the Christian mean when he says that we must have faith in reason? According to 
A.F. Smethurst, “we must have some degree of faith in our capacity to distinguish truth from error 
and to make theoretical constructions which bear some measure of relationship to reality.” 141 In 
other words, faith in reason means that we must have faith in the existence of knowledge. Can we 
“prove” that our alleged knowledge of reality is accurate? No, answers the skeptic, so we must 
accept on faith the capacity of the human mind to acquire knowledge of reality. 


140 James W. Cornman and Keith Lehrer, Philosophical Problems and Arguments (New York: The Macmillan Co., 
1968),p. 111. 

141 Smethurst, Modern Science and Christian Beliefs, p. 10. 
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This skeptical argument has been substantially answered in our previous discussion. We accept 
the existence of knowledge, not because of some mysterious faith, but simply because we have no 
other choice. The only alternative is universal skepticism, which we have already discarded as 
indefensible. 

While it is legitimate to ask, “What does man know?” or, “How does man acquire knowledge?” it 
is not legitimate to ask, “Can man acquire knowledge?” The mere asking of this question already 
presupposes knowledge on the part of the questioner, including knowledge of language, man, and a 
consciousness with the capacity to understand the question, as well as to distinguish a satisfactory 
from an unsatisfactory answer. Without knowledge, no questions can be asked, and no questions 
can be answered. Any argument against knowledge is thus self-refuting. As D.W. Hamlyn puts it: 

If knowledge is not possible, how can discussion about its possibility have any 
hope of reaching a conclusion? How can it even take place? The parties involved 
might mouth words, but this would not be discussion. Thus the skeptic who doubts 
the possibility of knowledge in general is in the position of Aristotle’s skeptic who 
doubts the principle of contradiction; he only has to be made to say something, and 
he is convicted out of his own mouth. He cannot both doubt the principle and enter 
upon discussion to support his case. 142 


Our acceptance of knowledge is not arbitrary or capricious; on the contrary, it is absolutely 
mandatory. The only alternative—the denial of knowledge—is chaotic nonsense. In no way 
whatever does our confidence in reason rest on an act of faith. Reason is quite capable of 
vindicating itself. 

(b) The three laws of logic may be stated in different ways, depending on whether they refer to 
things, classes or propositions. Here is the fonnulation from a standard text on logic: 

1. The Law of Identity: For things, the law asserts that “A is A,” or “anything is 
itself.” For propositions: “If a proposition is true, then it is true.” 

2. The Law of Excluded Middle : For things: “Anything is either A or not-A.” For 
propositions: “A proposition, such as P, is either true or false.” 

3. The Law of Contradiction : For things: “Nothing can be both A and not-A.” For 
propositions: “A proposition, P, cannot be both true and false.” 143 


These principles are simple enough, and few people would be foolish enough to deny them 
outright. But some Christian theorists deny them indirectly; that is to say, they argue that the laws 
of logic are without rational foundation and must be taken on faith. On what grounds is this 
assertion made? Usually on the grounds that the laws of logic, strictly speaking, cannot be proven 
true. Therefore, concludes the theologian, in the absence of proof, we must accept them on faith. 

What does it mean to say that the laws of logic cannot be proved? Fonnal proof involves an 
inference from a set of given premises, and in the case of logical laws, there are no available 
premises from which they can be derived. Any attempt to prove the Law of Identity, for example, 
would result in question begging, because any attempted proof would presuppose the Law of 
Identity. The laws of logic are incapable of proof. (There are excellent discussions of the principles 


142 Hamlyn, Theory’ of Knowledge, p. 51. 

13 Lionel Ruby, Logic: An Introduction (Chicago: J. B. Lippincott Co., 1950), p. 262. 
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of logic in other sources, such as John Hospers’ An Introduction to Philosophical Analysis and 
Brand Blanshard’s Reason and Analysis, so I will restrict this discussion to a few brief comments.) 

First, the laws of logic are fundamental to all concepts, thought and communication. We cannot 
prove them because they are presupposed by the very concept of “proof,” and to demand proof for 
them is to commit the Fallacy of the Stolen Concept. Even the denial of these principles entails 
their acceptance. Therefore, we accept the laws of logic because we must accept them; they are 
self-evident and necessarily true. Faith plays no part here. 

Second, the laws of logic are not, as is sometimes supposed, only one set of basic principles 
among many possible sets. These laws are not selected arbitrarily or by convention. Quoting 
Hospers: 


If the principles of logic weren’t already true before you established any verbal 
conventions, you couldn’t even establish any conventions. If a convention could 
also be a non-convention, what would it mean to say that it was a convention after 
all? Don’t you see how the truth of the principle is presupposed in the very attempt 
to say anything at all—whether about conventions or about anything else? Reality 
lays down these First Principles ... If we don’t follow them, we talk nonsense. 144 


In The Nature of Thought, Blanshard dismisses the notion of so-called “alternative logics”: 

Remove the law of contradiction from your system and replace it with a substitute, 
and what do you get? Some bizarre alternative system? No. You get no system at 
all, and no assertion at all, for you have removed the condition of intelligible 
statement in any system whatever. It is odd to call such a law a ‘linguistic 
convention’. A convention can be exchanged for something else. But when you 
changed the law of contradiction, what would you change to? Such laws cannot be 
abandoned, nor are they in fact abandoned by any of the so-called alternative 
logics. ,.. 145 


The laws of logic are prerequisites for consistency and intelligibility. We accept them because 
they are necessarily true, not because we have “faith.” 

(c) To doubt the existence of an external world seems absurd to most people—as, indeed, it is—so 
it is curious that many philosophers regard the existence of an external world as a serious topic of 
philosophical debate. And rising from the dust of the skeptic’s claim that we cannot demonstrate 
the existence of an external world, is the theologian, ready to offer faith as the basis for belief. 

Why, according to some Christians, must the existence of the external world be accepted on 
faith? Because, they will argue, reason is incapable of providing evidence or proof that the universe 
exists independently of consciousness. I am trapped, so to speak, within my private world of 
consciousness, and I can never get “out there” to demonstrate conclusively that a universe exists 
apart from myself. 

The doctrine that only I exist, and that the universe is nothing more than a product of my 
consciousness, is known as solipsism. Solipsism is rarely defended outright, because when it is, we 
have the ludicrous picture of a man infonning other men that they do not exist. Bertrand Russell 
once related an amusing incident of this kind: 


144 Hospers, Introduction to Philosophical Analysis, p. 222. 

145 Brand Blanshard, The Nature of Thought (London: George Alien and Unwin Ltd., 1939), Vol. II, pp. 413-414. 
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As against solipsism it is to be said, in the first place, that it is psychologically 
impossible to believe, and is rejected in fact even by those who mean to accept it. I 
once received a letter from an eminent logician, Mrs. Christine Ladd Franklin, 
saying that she was a solipsist, and was surprised that there were no others. Coming 
from a logician, this surprise surprised me. 146 


Many philosophers have pointed out that man’s use of language, his ability to communicate, 
presupposes the existence of an external world that functions as a common frame of reference. If 
words are to have meaning, they must have referents; and if men are to communicate with words, 
their words must have common referents. If one is trapped within one’s private world of 
consciousness, if one is unable to perceive an independent universe, then one has no way to 
compare one’s own use of language with the usages of other men. Therefore, since the skeptic must 
employ language in order to communicate his argument, he implicitly concedes the existence of an 
external world. 

This flaw in the skeptic’s position is only one among many: to deny the existence of the external 
world involves a great many stolen concepts. To deny objective existence is to obliterate the 
distinction between truth and falsehood. A true proposition identifies a fact of reality, and if there is 
no reality to be identified, there can be no truth. Similarly, external reality provides the objective 
framework for the presentation of evidence, and to deny independent existence is to destroy the 
standard that makes evidence possible. And, again, the concept of objective proof has application 
only in an objective world. The skeptic who questions the existence of an external universe thus 
forfeits his epistemological right to language, and such concepts as truth, evidence and proof. 

These objections are very brief, but the basic point should be clear. As with other skeptical 
positions, to argue against the existence of an external world is effectively to remove oneself from 
the sphere of rational discourse. We accept the premise of an external world in the name of 
necessity, intelligibility and consistency, not in the name of faith. 

(d) The claim that we must have faith in science centers around two main points: first, we 
supposedly cannot demonstrate the unifonnity of nature and, therefore, must accept it as an article 
of faith; second, the laws of science are constantly undergoing revision, so, according to the 
skeptic, we can never claim to know any specific law with certainty. The first of these issues is 
discussed elsewhere in this book and I will not repeat it here. 147 The second issue has also been 
substantially answered in the previous discussion of the “infallibilist fallacy,” but I will summarize 
its application to this problem. 

As scientific knowledge increases, man will continually revise and update many of his scientific 
principles, but this does not preclude the possibility that many scientific laws can be known with 
certainty. Certainty does not mean “static.” It simply means that, within the context of one’s 
knowledge, the evidence for a given proposition is overwhelming. If one’s method is correct, future 
knowledge will expand and refine our present knowledge, but it will not contradict it. Thus, where 
we have substantial evidence for the truth of a proposition, it is extremely unlikely that this 
proposition will be contradicted by future evidence, although it may require revision in some cases. 


146 Quoted in Meaning and Knowledge: Systematic Readings in Epistemology, edited by Ernest Nagel and Richard B. 
Brandt (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1965), p. 397. 

147 See pp. 40-41 and pp. 259-260. 
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Depending on the nature and degree of available evidence, a scientific law may be possible, 
probable or certain. These are different stages of an evidential continuum. As the amount of 
evidence increases, so will the degree of certainty. Certainty does not require infallibility or 
omniscience, and to claim certainty is not to claim the theoretical impossibility of error (although 
this is the case in some instances, such as with mathematical truths). 

We must remember that scientific inquiry does not differ radically from other fields of inquiry. 
To exclude certainty from science is to exclude it from other fields as well. We no more accept 
science on faith than we accept other branches of knowledge on faith, so the argument that science 
cannot attain certainty eventually leads to the conclusion that certainty is impossible. And for 
reasons already presented, this variety of universal skepticism is untenable. 

5. - Skepticism and Sense Perception 

Perhaps the most concerted attack of skepticism is directed at the validity of sense perception. 
Sense perception constitutes the starting point, in effect, of knowledge, and to undercut the 
reliability of sensory evidence is to undercut the basis of man’s knowledge. It comes as no surprise, 
therefore, that one will often find a Christian theologian (usually a Protestant) employing skeptical 
arguments against the senses to his advantage. If the atheist demands sensory evidence of God’s 
existence, the Christian quickly points to the supposed unreliability of sense experience, while 
suggesting that God transcends such crass and ineffective methods of revealing himself. Instead, 
God chooses a purer way to reveal himself; the Christian experiences God directly, without the aid 
of intervening sense perception, and the Christian insists that the knowledge of God gained in this 
manner far surpasses the flimsy capacity of man’s physical sense organs. 

The following dialogue between a skeptic and an anti-skeptic covers the primary arguments 
against the senses. Although the specific issues are different from our previous discussions, it is 
instructive to note that the skeptical fallacies remain basically the same. The informal, 
conversational format of this dialogue will hopefully make for interesting and entertaining 
reading. 149 

Skeptic : “You claim that man gains knowledge of reality through his senses, but I submit that our 
sense are deceptive. Since we cannot rationally defend the reliability of sensory evidence, we must 
place trust in them as a matter of faith.” 

Anti-skeptic: “Why do you say that?” 

Skeptic: “Because our senses give us contradictory testimony, and even you stress that 
contradictions cannot exist. Look, I’ll prove it to you by taking this pencil and placing it in ...” 

Anti-skeptic: “Excuse me for a moment. If I understand correctly, you are going to demonstrate 
that our senses do not give us accurate knowledge of reality. Is this correct?” 

Skeptic: “Yes.” 


,4S This approach to certainty is presented in “Objectivism’s Theory of Knowledge,” a series of recorded lectures by 
Leonard Peikoff. 

149 There are a number of excellent defenses of sense perception, among which I particularly recommend the following: 
Maurice Mandelbaum, Philosophy, Science and Sense Perception (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1964), 
Chapter 3; C. W. K. Mundle, Perception: Facts and Theories (London: Oxford University Press, 1971); J. L. Austin, 
Sense and Sensibilia, edited by G. J. Warnock (London: Oxford University Press, 1962); P. Coffey, Epistemology’, Vol. 
II. (First printed 1917. Reprinted by Peter Smith, Gloucester, Mass., 1958); D. M. Armstrong, Perception and the 
Physical World (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961). 
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Anti-skeptic : “Then you cannot start from the prior assumption that our senses do give us 
accurate knowledge of reality, because this would entail accepting the truth of the very proposition 
which you wish to disprove. Do you agree?” 

Skeptic : “Of course.” 

Anti-skeptic : “Then you won’t mind if, from this point on, I don’t grant you this assumption.” 

Skeptic : “Naturally. Now may I proceed with my demonstration?” 

Anti-skeptic, (staring in opposite direction—no answer). 

Skeptic. “I said, may I proceed?” 

Anti-skeptic, (startled). “Did I hear something?” 

Skeptic, (irritated). “I’m talking to you.” 

Anti-skeptic. “I beg your pardon.” 

Skeptic. “Are you going to be serious or not? Here I am trying to carry on an intelligent 
philosophical conversation, and you’re acting silly.” 

Anti-skeptic, (squinting his eyes). “It looks and sounds like you are talking to me, but then I can’t 
be certain, since I never trust what I see and hear. In fact, I can’t be sure that you are actually sitting 
there.” 

Skeptic. “I insist that you behave reasonably!” 

Anti-skeptic. “If I could only trust what I see and hear, I might be able to reply—assuming of 
course that I could trust you, if you’re really there, to hear what I actually say. But, then, I couldn’t 
be sure that what I hear myself saying is what I’ve said, because ...” 

Skeptic. “All right, you’ve made your point. Have it your way. Assume, for the sake of argument, 
that we are communicating accurately. I admit that it cannot be proven, but assume it for now.” 

Anti-skeptic. “Why?” 

Skeptic. “So I can make my point.” 

Anti-skeptic. “I must assume, in other words, that my senses are not deceptive—at least as they 
pertain to this conversation—so that you can get your argument off the ground to ‘prove’ that this 
entire assumption is unfounded. If your argument is correct, you don’t have the means with which 
to make your point. Through your attempt at communication and argument, you are admitting the 
validity of sense perception—and, therefore, by arguing that sense perception is deceptive, you cut 
the ground from under your own feet and become mired in a hopeless absurdity.” 

Skeptic. “I’ll restate my argument somewhat. I don’t deny that, for practical purposes, we act on 
the assumption that our senses enable us to perceive without deception. Language, as you have 
pointed out, depends on this assumption. What I wish to argue is that our naive trust in our senses is 
without logical foundations. Although we may have faith in our senses from day to day, they are 
not as reliable as the average person thinks—and I can demonstrate this by showing you an 
example where our senses are unreliable, because they give us contradictory information. If this is 
true, then we have no way of ascertaining when we are being deceived and when we are not.” 

Anti-skeptic. “Your argument hasn’t changed any; you have merely elaborated it. Like all 
skeptics, you seem to think that you can assume as true the very thing you are trying to disprove, 
and you attempt to skirt this problem by stipulating that you are doing so for practical purposes 
because we make these assumptions in everyday life. You claim that, as a philosopher, you have 
discovered reasons to doubt the validity of sense perception. My point is this: regardless of whether 
you call your use of language ‘practical’ or whatever, by attempting to communicate you commit 
yourself to a certain philosophic context—namely, the context that makes communication possible. 
Once you are working within this context, it is completely irrational to turn around and declare that 
the foundations of that context are rationally unfounded. If the premise that our senses give us 
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accurate knowledge of reality has no basis in reason, then any argument that occurs within that 
context has no basis in reason either—which includes your argument.” 

Skeptic: “I see your point, but I think I can convince you if you will only watch my 
demonstration.” 

Anti-skeptic: “Any attempted proof will itself depend on the prior validity of sensory evidence, so 
you are again attempting the absurd.” 

Skeptic: “But there are such obvious cases of deceptive sensory appearance, it seems absurd to 
me to deny their existence. As I was about to demonstrate before, if I take this straight pencil and 
place it in...” 

Anti-skeptic: “Straight pencil? How did you ascertain that it is straight and that it is a pencil?” 

Skeptic: “It’s quite obvious.” 

Anti-skeptic: “I agree, but you must presuppose the ability of your senses to give you accurate 
knowledge of reality.” 

Skeptic: “I’ll rephrase my argument. Here we have what appears to be a straight pencil, although 
I’ll admit that I cannot prove it. Mind you, I’m not saying that it really is a straight pencil, but only 
that it appears to be so. Now when I place what appears to be a straight pencil in this glass of water 

Anti-skeptic: “You mean, when you place what appears to be a straight pencil in what appears to 
be a glass of water. ...” 

Skeptic: “Have it your way. Anyway, as you can now witness, the pencil appears to be bent.” 

Anti-skeptic: “Does it?” 

Skeptic: “Well, you’re not at a very good angle. Get down more level with the water line.” 

Anti-skeptic: “Do you mean to say that your monumental disproof of the senses requires a certain 
angle?” 

Skeptic: “Don’t be smart, just look. You must admit that it now looks bent.” 

Anti-skeptic: “Yes, although a better description would be ‘disjointed.’ ” 

(Long pause.) 

Skeptic: “Well?” 

Anti-skeptic: “Well what?” 

Skeptic: “What do you think now?” 

Anti-skeptic: “I told you what I think—the pencil does look ‘bent’ in water.” 

Skeptic: “Yes, go on.” 

Anti-skeptic: “With what?” 

Skeptic: “With the conclusion, of course.” 

Anti-skeptic: “But I already gave you my conclusion: the pencil does appear to be bent under 
water.” 

Skeptic: “But what about the contradiction?” 

Anti-skeptic: “A contradiction?” 

Skeptic: “Yes. The pencil appeared to be straight, and now it appears to be bent. If I remove it 
from the water, it once again appears straight.” 

Anti-skeptic: “I agree with you on that point.” 

Skeptic: “But that’s a contradiction!” 

Anti-skeptic: “It is?” 

Skeptic: “Of course! How can the same pencil be straight and bent?” 

Anti-skeptic: “We didn’t say that it is straight and bent; we merely said that it looks straight out 
of water and looks bent in water. Where is the contradiction?” 
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Skeptic : “But that must be a contradiction.” 

Anti-skeptic. “The Law of Contradiction—which is one of the basic laws of logic—states that an 
object cannot be A and non-A at the same time and in the same respect. You’re showing me a 
pencil that looks straight at one time and in one respect (out of water), but that looks bent at another 
time and in another respect (in water). You must remember the context. We are perceiving the 
pencil through two different mediums, air and water. Since light travels more slowly through water 
than through air, it takes longer for the light waves to reach our eyes from the submerged portion. 
What we are perceiving is not a contradiction, but simply a straight pencil that appears bent in a 
specific context, i.e., in water. No defender of sensory experience would claim that an object must 
appear the same in every situation, but this has no effect whatsoever on the validity of the senses. 
For example, if I placed the pencil in a glass of tar, would you then express surprise because part of 
the pencil had ‘disappeared’? Would this show that we cannot trust our senses? On the contrary, it 
is through our senses that we understand that the pencil is submerged in tar, and it is through our 
senses that we discover that light will not penetrate tar. In other words, it is through our senses that 
we gather the information with which to explain why the same object appears differently under 
different conditions. We solve the alleged instances of ‘sensory deception’ through a further appeal 
to sensory evidence—just as you must presuppose the validity of the senses in the very attempt to 
disprove the validity of the senses.” 

Skeptic : “Since you claim that I have not presented you with a legitimate instance of a 
contradiction, I will appeal to another version of this argument which will fulfill your requirements. 
If we feel the pencil while it is in water, it will feel straight. The pencil looks bent but feels straight 
at the same time and in the same respect, i.e., while it is in water. That should cinch my argument.” 

Anti-skeptic. “No, because we are dealing with two different sense modalities, which again 
changes the context. Also, this demonstration, like all others, presupposes the validity of sense 
perception—which renders your conclusion invalid. For example, in order for your alleged 
contradiction to be a contradiction, it must be true that we are seeing and feeling the same object. 
After all, if we were seeing and feeling different objects, you would not even raise the possibility of 
a contradiction. Now I must ask you how you know that you are seeing and feeling the same 
object?” 

Skeptic : “It’s very simple to see that we are dealing with the same pencil.” 

Anti-skeptic. “Of course, but you must establish that you are seeing and feeling the same object 
without recourse to the senses. And this, I submit, is impossible. Furthermore, in order for you to 
maintain that we are receiving contradictory evidence, you must assume that two different sense 
modalities—sight and touch—can furnish us with information concerning the same aspect of the 
same object. This raises the question: On what basis do you claim that there is a contradiction 
between ‘feeling straight’ and ‘looking bent’?” 

Skeptic. “I must say again that it seems quite obvious.” 

Anti-skeptic. “If it seems obvious, it is only because our past experience has permitted us to make 
the correlation between what we see and how an object feels. Without this previous sensory 
evidence, no such correlation would be possible. Thus, your argument is unintelligible without 
presupposing the validity of sensory evidence.” 

Skeptic : “I don’t understand what you’re saying here. Are you claiming that there is no problem 
whatsoever in the example I have presented?” 

Anti-skeptic. “It depends on what you mean by a ‘problem.’ There is a kind of problem here, but 
it is scientific, not philosophical. Because there is a change in perception when the pencil is 
submerged in water, it calls for an explanation—but this explanation, as I have pointed out, consists 
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of appealing to more sensory evidence in order to establish why the pencil appears bent in water. A 
primitive man with no knowledge of light refraction may be genuinely puzzled by our 
phenomenon, but if he wishes to arrive at a solution, he can do so only through more research. For 
him to blame his senses, aside from being unjustified, would not solve or explain his dilemma. 

“I would like to emphasize a major source of confusion in your argument against sense 
perception. To speak of our senses ‘deceiving’ us is, at best, a sloppy metaphor. Philosophically, it 
is nonsense. Our senses are simply physical organs with no will of their own. To say that they 
‘deceive’ us makes no more sense than to claim that our hearts or our lungs ‘deceive’ us. Sense 
organs respond to physical stimuli from the external world; they have no capacity to deceive or 
misrepresent. They simply transmit sensations according to their physiological characteristics, 
which our brains then automatically integrate into percepts. We may misinterpret the basic data 
given to us, but there can be no question about the validity of the data per se. For example, a man 
may see what he believes to be a lake in the middle of a desert, whereas what he actually sees is 
only a reflection of light waves off the sand, or, in other words, a mirage. The man is mistaken in 
his identification of the sensory evidence—he has not properly interpreted the data given to him— 
but his senses have not somehow ‘deceived’ him. The light waves that reach his eyes actually do 
exist, but the man’s interpretation as to the causal origin of these waves is mistaken.” 

Skeptic : “It seems that you have opened the door for an entirely new set of objections against the 
senses. Even if our senses, properly speaking, do not ‘deceive’ us, how can we be sure that our 
interpretation of sensory evidence is correct? To use your example, how could the man in a desert 
decide if what he perceives is a real lake or merely a mirage?” 

Anti-skeptic : “By appealing to more sensory evidence. In this case, he may not be able to decide 
with certainty until he approaches the area where the lake is supposed to be and sees that there isn’t 
one.” 

Skeptic : “But isn’t it possible for me to doubt my interpretation of sensory evidence in every 
instance? How can I ever be certain that what I identify as the object of my perception is in fact the 
actual object and not merely a mirage, illusion, or hallucination? Is it not possible to doubt that you 
are really sitting there, even though I am presented with the perception of a man? After all, you 
may be a mirage as well.” 

Anti-skeptic. “This throws us into the problem of universal skepticism, which was refuted in the 
preceding section. Can you doubt every instance of sense perception? On a practical level, this is 
impossible—but even if you were an exceptional person with the psychological capacity to doubt 
everything, your universal doubt would be blatantly irrational and self-contradictory. To doubt 
every interpretation of sensory evidence is logically absurd. 

“You must realize that to talk of deception, whether in the fonn of a mirage, illusion or 
hallucination, makes sense only in contrast to a wider context of nondeception. In order to say that 
one’s interpretation of sensory evidence is incorrect, one must be able to distinguish incorrect from 
correct interpretations. Otherwise, what would it mean to speak of mistaken identification? 
Mistaken as opposed to what? What would it mean, for example, to speak of counterfeit coins, 
unless in contradistinction to genuine coins? 

Skeptic : “I understand your objection and I think I can respond to it. I won’t deny that in order for 
us to identify incorrect interpretations of sensory evidence, we must be able to recognize, in 
principle, a case of genuine interpretation. But my point is this: how, in any specific instance, can 
we be sure that we are correct? The man in the desert, after all, may have felt absolutely certain that 
he was perceiving a lake, but he was wrong anyway. I may feel absolutely certain that I am 
perceiving you right now, but isn’t it possible that I too am mistaken? It is perfectly conceivable 
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that you are a figment of my imagination. Can you demonstrate to me that you are real and not 
merely a hallucination, or must I accept my interpretations on faith?” 

Anti-skeptic : “Your demand that I somehow prove to you that I am not an hallucination is totally 
inappropriate and unjustified. First of all, since you admit that you must be able to identify correct 
interpretations in order to distinguish incorrect interpretations, simply apply your criteria to this 
specific instance. Here I am sitting next to you in plain view. You can see me, hear me, and even 
touch me if you wish. If these conditions do not qualify this as a case of genuine perception, I fail 
to see what conditions could possibly satisfy you. 

“Doubt is not justified merely on the grounds that you can somehow ‘imagine’ that you are 
mistaken. If in the face of such overwhelming evidence you wish to doubt the correctness of your 
judgment, then you must provide reasons for your doubt. If your skepticism is to be more than 
empty rambling, you must justify your doubt. This must consist of specifying why, in our particular 
circumstance, there is reason to suppose that our perceptual judgment is in error. Doubt cannot be 
applied indiscriminately; it arises contextually in specific circumstances when there is reason to 
suppose that we may be mistaken. 

“To illustrate the contextual nature of doubt, consider the case of the mirage. If we are in the 
middle of a desert on a very hot day, and if we see what appears to be a lake in the distance, I may 
say, ‘There is a lake,’ and you may reply, ‘Perhaps not; you may be mistaken. It may be a mirage.’ 
If I ask why you doubt that it is a lake, you may reply: ‘Because light waves often reflect off of the 
desert sand and give the appearance of water. We are in a situation where this occurs quite 
frequently, so I have reason to doubt.’ Or perhaps you are very familiar with the area and know for 
a fact that there is no lake, in which case you would not simply doubt my assertion, but would 
claim that I am positively mistaken. In either case, there is something about our specific situation 
that causes you to doubt the veracity of my perceptual identification. 

“Now suppose that we are in the middle of a forest and we stumble across a lake. We decide to 
take a swim and after an hour of splashing around, you suddenly declare, ‘I doubt if this is a real 
lake.’ Your doubt in this context would be utter nonsense. If I ask you why you doubt, and you 
reply, ‘It’s conceivable that I am having a hallucination,’ I will press you further by asking, ‘But 
what reasons do you have for supposing that you are hallucinating at this particular moment?’ If 
you fail to offer reasons and merely assert that a hallucination is conceivable, I will reply (without 
going into a detailed criticism of your use of ‘conceivable’ here) that you are uttering an 
unsupported, arbitrary proposition—and you do not deserve serious consideration until such time as 
you are prepared to offer arguments in support of your claim. 

“You see, then, that doubt is appropriate in some circumstances and inappropriate in others. It 
should be quite clear that your doubt of my existence is unfounded, and it must therefore be 
discarded as irrational. Our context is such that there is no reason to doubt our interpretations of 
sensory material. If you wish to cling to your doubt, you must offer reasons—reasons that pertain to 
this specific context—as to why doubt is necessary. If you fail to do so, then there is no reason why 
anyone should listen to you.” 

Skeptic : “You’ve covered this ground thoroughly, so I want to move to another (and in my 
opinion) more serious objection. You mentioned earlier that our senses operate according to a 
physiological process. Is this correct?” 

Anti-skeptic: “Yes, perception involves a causal chain of physiological events.” 

Skeptic: “Precisely. But all that we are immediately aware of is the end link of that causal chain. 
We are aware of percepts, but only as they present themselves to our consciousness, i.e., only as 
they interact with our sense organs. There is, for example, no such thing as sound existing 
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independently of consciousness; it is simply the product of waves interacting with our ears. All of 
external reality is filtered through our senses before it reaches us, and this prevents us from ever 
perceiving reality accurately.” 

Anti-skeptic : “There are two major flaws in your argument. First, it involves the original stolen 
concept of depending on communication which would be impossible if not for the assumption that 
we do perceive reality correctly. Second, I would like to ask you how we came to know of the 
causal chain involved in perception. After all, it is not self-evident.” 

Skeptic : “It was a scientific discovery.” 

Anti-skeptic : “You mean to say, then, that it is an accurate, true discovery that describes the 
actual nature of sense perception?” 

Skeptic : “Yes, of course.” 

Anti-skeptic : “Then your use of the causal chain in perception commits you to the position that 
we perceive reality accurately, since you are claiming that this causal chain is objective fact and not 
merely an idea in your mind.” 

Skeptic : “But don’t you agree that all we ever have direct awareness of is immediate sense data?” 

Anti-skeptic'. “No. What we have direct awareness of is reality, and we are given this awareness 
through perception. Perception is our means of awareness, not the object of awareness. Every 
perception is perception of something. 

“You want to argue that we are aware only of ideas or perceptions in the mind rather than 
external reality. You then claim that we need to infer the existence of the external world using these 
perceptions as a starting point. I am arguing that no such inference is necessary. We have direct and 
immediate contact with reality through sense perception. 

“All that the causal nature of perception tells us is that perception necessarily entails a means of 
perception; certain causal conditions must be present before perception is possible, and once these 
conditions are satisfied, we have perception. Perception of what? There is only one possible 
answer: of reality. There is no other alternative. If your perceptions are not of reality, just what are 
they perceptions of?” 

Skeptic'. “They are perceptions of the interaction between the external world and my senses.” 

Anti-skeptic. “No. The interaction causes the perception; the interaction is not the object of 
perception, but simply that which makes perception possible. Again, I must ask you, what is it that 
you are perceiving, if not reality?” 

Skeptic'. “I don’t think I understand this argument.” 

Anti-skeptic. “I’ll rephrase it somewhat. You claim that our senses, because of the physiological 
process involved in perception, distort reality in some way. Correct?” 

Skeptic : “Yes.” 

Anti-skeptic. “Now is this distortion caused by our particular sense organs—I mean, is there 
something peculiar about the sensory apparatus of man?—or will there be distortion whenever 
there is perception, regardless of the nature of the organism involved?” 

Skeptic'. “Since all perception would involve a causal chain, there would doubtless be distortion 
regardless of the nature of the sense organs involved.” 

Anti-skeptic. “So what you are actually telling me is this: While there may be a reality out there, 
unfortunately we can never see it because we have eyes, or we can never hear it because we have 
ears, or we can never smell it because we have noses. In other words, you consider sense organs to 
be an obstacle to perception, rather than the means of perception. 

“You must remember that man is a physical organism who perceives through physical sense 
organs. These sense organs operate according to specific physiological processes determined by 
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their nature—and this must be true of any sensory apparatus, regardless of the organism involved. 
Where you have perception, there must be a means of perception. This is what makes perception 
possible. What you wish to claim, however, is that our means of perception is what invalidates 
perception—that any act of perceiving, by its very nature, is not really perception but distortion. 
Aside from the many stolen concepts in this line of thought, it strikes me as a blatantly absurd 
argument.” 

Skeptic : “Even if you are correct, there are other arguments against the senses.” 

Anti-skeptic : “Yes, but they differ only in details, not in essentials. No man can escape the fact 
that his knowledge is gained through sensory experience; all of his concepts, words and arguments 
depend on and presuppose this fact. Whenever a man opens his mouth to speak—assuming that he 
intends to communicate intelligibly—he is admitting the validity of sensory experience. All of the 
so-called arguments against the senses would not be possible without the prior assumption that our 
senses are reliable. The skeptic cannot avoid self-contradiction.” 

Skeptic : “Even if I accept what you say, there is yet another problem—and this one is raised quite 
frequently by Christians. I’ll agree, as will many Christians, that we gain knowledge of reality 
through our senses, and that this knowledge is accurate. This does not prove, however, that our 
senses are our only method of perception. You want to limit knowledge to that which is gained 
through sensory experience, but this seems unjustifiably dogmatic. After all, the Christian claims 
that he gains knowledge of God, not through his senses, but through direct experience with the 
divine nature. As an atheist, you will not grant credence to his claim. But why? How do you know 
that we are limited to perception through our senses?” 

Anti-skeptic : “If the Christian has discovered a new means of perception, I am perfectly willing 
to listen to his claim, provided that he is willing to argue for his assertion. Perhaps man possesses 
perceptual powers of which he is presently unaware. I don’t see any evidence for this, but Ell grant 
the possibility for the sake of argument. My argument with the Christian is that he claims to have 
experienced God, but he refuses to explain the process by which he, a physical organism, 
experienced this supernatural being. I won’t limit him arbitrarily to the traditional five senses, but I 
will demand that he present evidence for his new perceptual powers. Has he discovered a new 
sense? Fine, then let him tell us about it so we can test it. 

“No Christian has ever succeeded in explaining just how he perceives his mysterious God. He 
claims to have knowledge of a mysterious, unknowable being, having gained this knowledge in 
some mysterious, unknowable manner. This is totally unacceptable. 

“If the Christian wishes to be taken seriously, he must explain, not only what he claims to know, 
but how he claims to know it. If he did not acquire his knowledge through the senses, by what 
means did he acquire it? The burden of explanation lies with him. If he upholds his belief in the 
absence of rational grounds, then he is the dogmatist, not the atheist. The atheist simply wants to 
know what the theist believes in and how he acquired his knowledge. If explanations are not 
forthcoming, the atheist will remain an atheist.” 
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VI - The Varieties of Faith 


1. - The Bible, Faith and Misology 

Although the idea of faith is central to Christianity, the Bible gives us little information concerning 
the nature of faith. We are told that men must have faith, and we are informed in rather gruesome 
detail as to what awaits those who lack faith—but nowhere are we told precisely what faith is. The 
biblical statement most resembling a definition is found in Hebrews 11:1: “Now faith is the 
assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” While this is not very 
illuminating, it does suggest why critics of Christianity have likened faith to wishful thinking and 
emotionalism. 

John Hick has observed that “the validity of faith in divine existence ... is simply taken for 
granted and acted upon. The biblical writers are not conscious of their belief in the reality of God as 
being itself an exercise of faith, but only of their confidence in his promises and providence.” 150 

While the biblical authors are vague with regard to the nature of faith, they are extremely clear on 
other related issues, such as the role of reason and the necessity for blind obedience. By examining 
these topics, we are able to arrive at a better perspective as to the meaning of biblical faith. 

The biblical antagonism to reason is one of its most striking features. The Bible is a paradigm of 
misology—the hatred of reason. This attitude permeates the Bible, beginning with the book of 
Genesis. Adam and Eve, we are told, were evicted from their blissful state of ignorance as a result 
of eating from the tree of knowledge. When the serpent was tempting Eve, he told her that “God 
knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good 
from evil.” The serpent was correct: man did acquire knowledge, and Christianity views this defiant 
act as the source of man’s inherent evil. 

According to the New Testament, Jesus openly admitted the absurdity of his teaching: 

1 thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou hast hidden these things 
from the wise and understanding and revealed them to babes. (Matthew 11:25) 


Jesus was fond of delivering his messages in the fonn of parables, and at one point he admitted 
that he intended for these parables to be confusing: 

To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside 
everything is in parables; so that they may indeed see but not perceive, and may 
indeed hear but not understand. ... (Mark 4:11-12) 


The apostle Paul, who in many respects had more influence on Christianity than did Jesus, was 
quite candid in his hostility to reason. “See to it,” he warned, “that no one makes a prey of you by 
philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the 
universe, and not according to Christ” (Colossians 2:8). 


150 John Hick, Faith and Knowledge (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1957), pp. xi-xii. 
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Paul announced that “We are fools for Christ’s sake,” but he saw nothing wrong with being a 
fool. 


... the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 
saved it is the power of God. For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the 
wise, and the cleverness of the clever I will thwart.” ... Has not God made foolish 
the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know 
God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save 
those who believe. ... God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise. ... 
(I Corinthians 1:18-27) 


And again: 


Let no one deceive himself. If any one among you thinks that he is wise in this age, 
let him become a fool that he may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is 
folly with God. (I Corinthians 3:18-19) 

Like his predecessors, Paul argues that the truths of Christianity transcend reason: 

The unspiritual man does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of God, for they are 
folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually 
discerned. (I Corinthians 2:14) 

Paul’s contempt for reason is further illustrated by his willingness to deceive if it will hasten the 
spread of Christianity: 

... if through my falsehood God’s truthfulness abounds to his glory, why am I still 
being condemned as a sinner? And why not do evil that good may come?—as some 
people slanderously charge us with saying. Their condemnation is just. (Romans 
3:7-8) 

To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews; to those under the law I 
became as one under the law—though not being myself under the law—that I 
might win those under the law. To those outside the law I became as one outside 
the law ... that I might win those outside the law. To the weak I became weak, that I 
might win the weak. 1 have become all things to all men, that I might by all means 
save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel. ... (I Corinthians 9:20-23) 


Considering the biblical assaults on “wisdom” and “understanding,” Tertullian and Luther 
displayed a clear grasp of Christian essentials when they attacked reason and philosophy. The 
misology of the Bible is its most repugnant trait; there is a constant demand that one must believe 
without evidence or thought, and that one must regard absurdity as a desirable aspect of 
Christianity. To accept faith in the biblical sense means to believe in defiance of rational 
guidelines; it is blatantly anti-reason, and the biblical writers make no effort to conceal this fact. 

Another significant element of biblical faith is its intimate association with virtue. Jesus does not 
demand that people believe in him in the name of truth; he demands that they believe in him in the 
name of morality. Acceptance by faith is a virtuous act. “Blessed are those who have not seen and 
yet believe,” and as Paul warns, “whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.” 
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This tie between faith and virtue is responsible for the Christian equation of doubt and disbelief 
with immorality. One is not morally free to investigate the truth of the Christian doctrine by means 
of reason; instead, one must believe uncritically or be condemned as immoral. A man is thus forced 
to choose between morality and truth, virtue and reason. The paragon of virtue, according to this 
view, is the man who refuses critically to evaluate his ideas—and one can scarcely imagine a more 
vicious form of irrationalism. 

Closely related to the preceding is the Christian appeal to reward as a motivation for faith. 
Virtues should be rewarded, and if faith is a virtue, faith should be rewarded. Jesus sweetens the 
prize by the promise that the man of faith will be endowed with miraculous powers. “All things are 
possible to him who believes.” 

... he who believes in me will also do the works that I do; and greater works than 
these will he do, because I go to the Father. Whatever you ask in my name, I will 
do it... if you ask anything in my name, I will do it. (John 14:12-14) 

... if you have faith as a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move 
hence to yonder place,’ and it will move; and nothing will be impossible to you. 

(Matthew 17:20) 


Unlike many of his other teachings, these statements by Jesus are quite clear. Anything asked in 
the name of Jesus will be granted, including the miraculous transportation of a mountain. It would 
take very few examples of mountain moving to convert the atheists of the world, but the modern 
Christian is reluctant to defend these grandiose claims of faith, much less attempt an actual 
demonstration. 

Despite the awkward failure of the omnipotent faith doctrine, Christians still appeal to a reward 
for faith, but this prize cannot be collected until after the expiration of our present life. Faith, we are 
told, is necessary for salvation: 

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 
should not perish but have eternal life. (John 3:16) 


Where we have bribery we usually have blackmail. If the prospect of eternal life does not provide 
sufficient motivation for belief, we are also informed that the man who lacks faith—the skeptic, 
atheist or disbeliever—faces the wrath of an omnipotent God: 

He who believes in the Son has eternal life; he who does not obey the Son shall not 
see life, but the wrath of God rests upon him. (John 3:36) 

Jesus warns us to “fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell,” and he predicts an 
ominous fate for sinners: 

... if your hand causes you to sin, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed 
than with two hands to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. And if your foot causes 
you to sin, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame than with two feet to be 
thrown into hell. And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out; it is better for you 
to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into hell, 
where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched. (Mark 9:43-48) 
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If the implications of this passage fail to sink in, it is probably because few Christians of today 
take its message literally. Such was not the case, however, with earlier and less sophisticated 
Christians who were moved to self-castration as a means of eliminating temptation. 

Paul, who is reported to have struck a man blind for opposing Christianity (Acts 13:8-11), writes 
that “he who has doubts is condemned” (Romans 14:23). 

A man who has violated the law of Moses dies without mercy at the testimony of two or three 
witnesses. How much worse punishment do you think will be deserved by the man who has 
spumed the Son of God ... and outraged the Spirit of Grace? ... It is a fearful thing to fall into the 
hands of the living God. (Hebrews 10:28-31) 

Like Jesus, Paul makes no attempt to veil his threats. His ultimatum between faith and tonnent is 
specific and graphically stated. Jesus, warns Paul, shall be revealed from heaven with his mighty 
angels in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance upon those who do not know ... the gospel of our Lord 
Jesus. They shall suffer the punishment of eternal destruction. ... (II Thessalonians 1:7-10) 

The threat of punishment for disbelief is the crowning touch of Christian misology. Believe in 
Jesus—regardless of evidence or justification—or be subjected to agonizing torture. With this 
theme reverberating throughout the New Testament, we have intellectual intimidation, 
transcendental blackmail, in its purest form. Threats replace argumentation, and irrationality gains 
the edge over reason through an appeal to brute force. Man’s ability to think and question becomes 
his most dangerous liability, and the intellectually frightened, docile, unquestioning believer is 
presented as the exemplification of moral perfection. 

The biblical portrait of Christian faith is far removed from the approach of modern liberals who 
represent Christianity as a reasonable, benevolent philosophy of life interested in the pursuit of 
truth. There is nothing reasonable about intellectual blackmail, nor is there anything benevolent 
about threats of violence. As for Christianity’s alleged concern with truth, Christian faith is to free 
inquiry what the Mafia is to free enterprise. Christianity may be represented as a competitor in the 
realm of ideas to be considered on the basis of its merits, but this is mere disguise. Like the Mafia, 
if Christianity fails to defeat its competition by legitimate means (which is a foregone conclusion), 
it resorts to strong-arm tactics. Have faith or be damned—this biblical doctrine alone is enough to 
exclude Christianity from the domain of reason. 

2. - Faith as Authoritative Trust 

The most concentrated efforts to reconcile reason and faith have been made by Catholics and other 
Christians who follow the approach outlined by Thomas Aquinas. According to Aquinas, faith is 
not subjective whim or believing simply because one feels like it, nor does faith consist of belief in 
the absence of evidence. Rather, faith is a method of acquiring knowledge which, while differing 
from reason, is not incompatible with reason. 

Lor the Thomists, faith is basically trust in authority, or “assent to or acceptance of the word of 
another that something is true.” 151 Laith “is believing something on the authority of another.” 152 

Like reason, faith is considered to be a form of intellectual assent to the truth of a proposition. In 
the case of reason, however, the object of knowledge is “seen,” whereas the object of faith is 
“unseen.” This means that we accept something as true on the basis of reason when we personally 
verify it for ourselves, and we accept something as true on the basis of faith on the testimony of an 
authority, in the absence of personal verification. 

151 1968 National Catholic Almanac, p. 372. 

152 Edward V. Stanford, Foundations of Christian Belief (Westminster: The Newman Press, 1960), p. 3. 
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This authoritative concept of faith is often defended on the grounds that everyone must have faith 
of some sort, even if one does not believe in God. While the atheist may not have faith in the 
supernatural, he must at least have faith in human authority. Because we cannot personally verify 
each of our beliefs, we must rely on various authorities. Children believe their parents—on faith. 
Students believe their teachers and textbooks—on faith. We believe the statements of scientists— 
on faith. We accept the advice of our doctors and lawyers—on faith. 

The man who says that he will believe only what he can prove is fooling himself. Even in a 
human way the knowledge that we derive from our own experience is pitiably small in comparison 

153 

to what we accept on the authority of others. We must have faith then. 

Considering the obvious need for faith, asks the Christian, why should faith in God be 
condemned as irrational? In essence it is identical with the faith employed by millions of persons 
every day, except that the Christian places his trust in a divine authority rather than man. As one 
Christian puts it, “it is natural to have faith. ... It is only that the kind of faith and the prevailing 
objects of faith may differ from age to age.” 154 

Faith, therefore, is inescapable. Without it our sphere of knowledge would be drastically reduced 
to the fraction of our present knowledge that is directly verifiable by each individual. Whenever we 
consult an authority, maintains the Christian, we leave the realm of reason and enter the domain of 
faith. Even the hardened atheist is a man of faith. 

In discussing this notion of faith as an appeal to authority, we must distinguish between two 
applications of this concept, (a) The Christian may claim to have faith in God, meaning that he 
places trust in the authority of God and accepts divine revelation as true on this basis, (b) The 
Christian may claim to have faith that God exists, where the trust is placed in a person, a “religious 
authority,” who supposedly has knowledge of God’s existence. The first of these approaches is 
typical of Catholicism, the second of Protestantism. 

(a) If one believes in the existence of God, and if one believes that this God has revealed 
propositions to man through the Bible, then one will accept the Bible as true on “faith”—even if the 
Bible is undemonstrated—because of one’s trust in the authority of God. By having faith in God, a 
confidence in his authority, the Catholic justifies his belief in revelation. 

This concept of faith, however, is totally irrelevant to the choice between theism and atheism. 
Before one can trust an authority, one must believe in the existence of that authority. Before one 
can accept God as an authority, one must believe in the existence of God. Before one can have faith 
in God, one must believe that God exists. Therefore, this concept of faith presupposes the existence 
of God. 

Catholic theologians are well aware of this, and they generally maintain that the existence of God 
must be demonstrated through reason before their notion of faith becomes applicable. These 
“proofs” from natural theology (examined in Part III) are the “preambles of faith” or the “motives 
of credibility.” Furthermore, once the existence of God has been established, it is necessary that a 
given proposition can be shown to be an actual revelation from God. “To assent to a truth on faith,” 
writes one Catholic, “one must be certain that God has revealed this truth.” This requires a “rule of 
faith,” a means to distinguish genuine revelation, and this is the function of the Catholic Church: 
“... the Church detennines and defines what is contained in the deposit of faith and in tradition.” 155 


153 Ibid. 

154 J. Roland Ramirez, “Faith, Philosophy, and Philosophical Unbelief,” The Christian Intellectual, edited by Samuel 
Hazo (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1963), pp. 45-46. 

155 Brand, “Sermo LII” in Catholicism, pp. 169-172. 
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Because this idea of faith presupposes the existence of God and revelation, it cannot be used to 
establish the truth of theism, and there is no need to comment on it at length. We should note, 
however, the misleading use of “faith” in this context, as supposedly contrasted with “reason.” 

If one believes in the existence of an omniscient, infallible being, then it hardly requires an act of 
“faith” to accept the testimony of this being. If God is incapable of error, the only possibility of his 
statement being false is that he chose to lie. If deceit is incompatible with one’s idea of God (as it is 
in Christianity), no possibility of falsehood remains. 

Working from the premise that an omniscient, infallible being exists and that this being has 
revealed a proposition to man, it is a short, logical—and uncontroversial—step to conclude that this 
proposition is worthy of belief. What stronger evidence could one ask for? If the proposition comes 
from an infallible, non-deceitful God, it cannot be false; therefore, it must be true. This is the 
logical elimination of possible alternatives. It is clearly an act of reason, and to call it “faith” is 
highly misleading. 

Thus, even if we were to grant the existence of God and revelation, the appeal to faith would be 
unnecessary. Reason must be the final court of appeal in any and all circumstances. 

(b) Since the world is dismally short of burning bushes that talk and tablets personally inscribed by 
a divine being, the Christian has considerable difficulty producing his chief witness—God—to 
testily in his own behalf. God does not even present himself, much less his credentials of authority. 
This brings us to the second version of “faith” as authoritative trust: trust placed in human religious 
authorities as a basis for accepting the existence of God. 

The appeal to religious authority is usually presented in a manner similar to the following: There 
are many fields of specialized knowledge, argues the Christian, which are not open to personal 
verification by each and every individual. Much of our knowledge depends on our faith in 
authorities, i.e., our trust in the testimony of men who have devoted considerable time and effort to 
a particular field and who have thus acquired specialized knowledge. The subject of theism is 
essentially no different than these other spheres of inquiry. Those men, such as the ancient 
prophets, who have devoted their entire lives to the quest for religious truth possess the superior 
wisdom and insight one acquires as a result of diligent and disciplined study. While these religious 
authorities sometimes disagree over points of detail, they agree unanimously on one issue: that 
there exists some kind of transcendent being, a being beyond the realm of the natural universe. 
Therefore, concludes the Christian, it seems blatantly unreasonable to rely on authority in so many 
areas of human inquiry and yet deny the overwhelming testimony of religious authorities 
concerning the existence of God. If we are to have faith in human authorities, which we obviously 
must, we cannot arbitrarily refuse to have faith in the testimony of religious authorities as well. 

This appeal to authority as a source of religious knowledge is beset by serious problems. To 
begin with, we must recognize that authority is never a primary source of knowledge. A proposition 
is not worthy of belief merely because a supposed authority testifies in its behalf. The authority 
himself must be able to rationally defend his position through proof and argumentation; indeed, it is 
his ability to do so that qualifies him as an authority in the first place. 

Suppose that one were to maintain that authority is the final court of appeal (in some instances at 
least). What would be the consequences? In The Nature of Thought, Brand Blanshard writes: 

... if one person is justified in appealing to authority without reasons, then others 
are similarly justified. They would even be justified in accepting authorities that 
said precisely the opposite of what is said by one’s own authority. But it is obvious 
that in this event one or other authority is wrong, and therefore that whatever 
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justified appealing to it must similarly be wrong. In the light of its consequences, 
the unreasoning appeal to authority is thus self-destructive. 156 


The appeal to authority is not a special method of acquiring knowledge; it is just one of the many 
ways which reason employs to gather evidence in the search for truth. We accept the testimony of 
authorities in some cases, but never uncritically. The appeal to authority is simply an 
epistemological short cut that must always occur within rational guidelines. 

What are these guidelines? First, the authority must be willing to present evidence in support of 
his beliefs. Second, the proposition of the authority must be verifiable in principle by any person 
who cares to take the time and effort required. Third, the propositions of the authority can never 
contradict the laws of logic. A contradiction can never be true, regardless of the academic 
qualifications of the person advocating it. 

Once we see that the appeal to authority, rather than being an alternative to reason, must always 
be subsumed under the principles of reason, we can readily judge the religious appeal to authority 
to be an evasion. 

Suppose that the theist calls upon his authority to testify for the existence of god. This person 
claims to be an expert in theological issues, having devoted his entire life to such studies, and he 
personally assures us of the existence of a god. We then ask this “expert” the same questions that 
we asked the novice before him—namely, “What do you mean by the term ‘god’?” and, “What 
evidence do you have for the existence of such a being?” Either this religious authority can answer 
these questions satisfactorily or he cannot. If he can, the issue is decided in his favor solely within 
the sphere of rational argumentation, and his alleged expertise is irrelevant to the validity of his 
arguments. If he cannot, he should not be believed under any circumstances, his alleged expertise 
notwithstanding. Thus, to argue that we must have faith in a religious authority is to evade the 
central issue: i.e., Can the theist produce rational grounds in support of his belief? An appeal to 
authority does not answer this question. 

There is a further problem with the notion of a “religious authority.” This designation is 
ambiguous. As an illustration, consider what it would mean to speak of an astrology expert. To say 
that Mr. Jones is an authority on astrology would mean that Mr. Jones has a thorough knowledge of 
the doctrines of astrology, but this does not necessarily imply that Mr. Jones personally believes in 
the truth of astrology. In fact, we shall assume that Mr. Jones considers astrology to be false. 

Now we encounter another astrology expert, Mr. White, who in addition to possessing 
comprehensive knowledge of astrology, also believes these doctrines to be true. Here we have two 
legitimate authorities, Mr. Jones and Mr. White, who disagree concerning the truth of astrological 
doctrines, but both qualify as experts nonetheless. Clearly, therefore, the truth or falsity of astrology 
cannot be determined by an appeal to either of these authorities (since they contradict each other), 
so we must listen to the arguments of each authority and then judge on the basis of available 
evidence. 

Suppose, however, that I persist in defending the truth of astrology through an appeal to 
authority. “After all,” I argue, “Mr. White has studied astrology intensively for many years, and he 
believes in the truth of its doctrines. What right have we as mere laymen to question the soundness 
of his judgment?” 

Now suppose that someone points out to me that Mr. Jones, whose knowledge of astrology is 
comparable to that of Mr. White, does not personally believe in astrological doctrines. On the 
contrary, he considers them to be false. In response to this I reply that Mr. White is the only 

156 Blanshard, Nature of Thought, Vol. II, p. 217. 
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qualified authority, and only his testimony should be seriously considered. It is obvious that I am 
using the notion of “authority” in a peculiar way here. The only substantial difference between Mr. 
White and Mr. Jones is that the former believes in astrology while the latter does not. If I disqualify 
Mr. Jones as an authority on this basis, I would justly be accused of circular reasoning. I wish to 
appeal to an authority in support of my belief, yet I am unwilling to accept anyone as an authority 
unless he agrees with me in the first place. Is it any wonder, then, that all astrological “authorities” 
will somehow defend my position? 

Now transpose these authorities to the realm of religion. Mr. Jones and Mr. White have similar 
educational backgrounds; each is thoroughly schooled in the doctrines of various religions. Mr. 
Jones is an atheist, while Mr. White believes in god, but both qualify as religious authorities due to 
their comprehensive knowledge of religious doctrines. If we apply the concept of “authority” with 
its usual meaning, there is no necessary connection between being a “religious expert” and 
believing in a god. 

If the theist may appeal to his religious authority (Mr. White), the atheist may appeal to his own 
religious authority (Mr. Jones). If the theist may argue that his authority must be accepted on faith, 
the atheist may argue that his authority must also be accepted on faith. We then have an inevitable 
clash of authorities, which makes us realize that the original appeal to authority was an 
epistemological dead end. 

Why is it that many theists do not recognize the inevitable conflict to which their appeal to 
authority will lead? Simply because they refuse to accept anyone as a “religious authority” unless 
he first believes in god. The theist will call on Mr. White for testimony, but he will ignore Mr. 
Jones. Mr. White will qualify as a “religious authority,” but Mr. Jones will not—and the only 
difference separating them is the belief in the truth of theism. 

Why is it that all religious authorities unanimously agree on the existence of a supernatural 
being? Simply because the Christian considers the belief in a god to be a defining characteristic of a 
“religious authority.” The Christian surveys ancient and contemporary history for religious scholars 
who believed in theism, and these comprise his cadre of religious authorities. The Christian thus 
manufactures his experts to meet desired specifications, and atheists will never be able to make the 
grade. The religious authorities will always testify in support of theism because they were selected 
as experts with this condition in mind. The Christian falls into the same pattern of circular 
reasoning as the previous defender of astrology. 

The Christian faces the following dilemma: If he wishes to appeal to religious authorities in 
support of theism—and if the notion of “authority” is used in its customary way to designate 
anyone with specialized knowledge of religious doctrines—then the appeal to authority will 
automatically fail due to the contradictory testimony of various authorities, some of whom will be 
atheists and disbelievers. In this case, the Christian will have to resort to rational arguments 
independent of authority, which is what he should have done in the first place. On the other hand, if 
the Christian appeals to religious authorities while stipulating that the belief in theism is a 
necessary condition of authority, he will be guilty of arbitrarily defining his authorities into 
existence, which renders his appeal to authority useless. Once again, he will be forced to relinquish 
the appeal to authority and return to rational arguments. 

We have seen that the Christian cannot escape the onus of proof through an appeal to authority, 
but what of the claim that our everyday trust in authority is based on an act of “faith”? Is this true? 

It is obvious that the tenn “faith” is used in a variety of ways. Many persons (including atheists) 
speak of “faith” in their friends, doctors, and so on. But this tells us nothing, except that a word 
may have a number of different applications. We are concerned strictly with the concept of “faith” 
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in a philosophical sense, i.e., as an alleged alternative to reason. Can the idea of faith as 
authoritative trust qualify in this respect? 

Recall the context in which the idea of faith was introduced in Chapter 4. After concluding that 
the concept of God cannot withstand rational examination, we set out to consider the possibility of 
a sphere of knowledge that is inaccessible to reason, a sphere open only to faith. We then reached, 
in Chapter 4, the central dilemma of faith: “Insofar as faith is possible, it is irrational; insofar as 
faith is rational, it is impossible.” 

By representing faith as trust in authority, the Christian seeks to escape this dilemma. Trust in 
authority, he tells us, is an act of faith, but it is not irrational. What does this entail? First, the 
Christian must maintain that trust in authority is not an act of reason, because if it is, why bring in 
the notion of faith at all? We are thus presented with the following dichotomy: propositions of 
reason are those that are personally verified, and propositions of faith are those that are accepted on 
the authority of another. 

This dichotomy between reason and faith rests on the “toolbox” theory of reason, which was 
refuted previously (Chapter 3, Part IV, Sec. a). Reason and faith are represented as different “tools” 
to be applied in different circumstances. Where reason is inadequate, faith comes to the rescue. 
Reason, argues the Christian, pertains to beliefs that are personally verified (“seen” to be true) by 
the individual concerned, such as firsthand observation of a scientific experiment. Faith is 
applicable when we must accept the word of another person, such as when we believe the 
testimony of a scientist without having personally witnessed his experiments. 

This conception of “reason” is severely restricted and distorted. It is true that propositions of 
reason should be “personally verified,” but this simply means that each individual should consider 
all available evidence for himself before reaching a decision. A person should critically evaluate his 
beliefs; this is personal verification. 

This is not what the advocate of faith means by “personal verification.” The Christian wishes to 
use this phrase to differentiate knowledge that is directly acquired through perceptual observation 
from knowledge that is gained inferentially through the testimony of other people. But to isolate 
knowledge that is acquired through others as the sphere of “faith” is totally unjustified. We acquire 
knowledge in a variety of different ways, but all knowledge must eventually meet the requirements 
of reason. All appeals to authority must be subsumed within the guidelines of reason. The appeal to 
authority is not a different means of acquiring knowledge; it is one aspect of rational inquiry, not an 
ultimate ground of truth. 

A rational appeal to authority is fundamentally non-authoritarian. For example, if we accept the 
testimony of physicists concerning the truth of scientific theories, we do so not because of their 
authority (i.e., not because they say so), but because we believe that they are able to provide strong 
evidence in support of their positions. Again quoting Blanshard: 

If we ask why they [the physicists] do accept certain results, the answer is very 
simple; given the conditions, they have seen these results to be necessary; and they 
are ready to supply the data and the reasoning to anyone who can follow. In short, 
they do not take these things to be true because they are authorities; they are 
authorities because they can see these things to be true. ... The court to which in the 
end we shall take our appeal is not authority, but those reasons through seeing 
which an authority becomes an authority, namely, those that condition or determine 
the truth itself. ... If this higher warrant is there, authority is superseded; if it is not 
there, authority fails. In neither case is authority itself the final court of appeal. 157 


157 Ibid., pp. 220-221. 
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The subservience of authority to reason is evident when we consider the many conflicting 
authorities from which we must choose. Even as laymen, we must judge between doctors and 
quacks, competent and incompetent lawyers, scientists who are consistent and scientists who 
contradict themselves. As Richard Robinson puts it: 

Complete submission to an authority, far from being commendable, is a grave 
irresponsibility. We are responsible for all our opinions, however ignorant we may 
be in the field, because we are responsible for our choice of any authorities on 
whom we rely. All submission to an authority should be based on, and revocable 
by, our own judgement whether he is an authority; and this judgement should be 
revised from time to time in the light of the best considerations then available. 138 


The Christian is left with two alternatives. He can cling to the artificial dichotomy between 
reason and authority, while claiming that the latter is the province of faith. While this carves a 
sphere of influence for faith, it divorces authority from reason, which invites everyone to play it 
deuces wild through indiscriminate and conflicting appeals to authority. On the other hand, the 
Christian can concede that authority must always bow to reason, but this entails that faith (or trust 
in authority) must also be subservient to reason. In this event, faith is reduced to a sub-category of 
reason, in which case it cannot claim a separate sphere of its own. This renders the concept of faith 
epistemologically useless, since the Christian can no longer appeal to knowledge which is 
supposedly beyond the limits of reason. 

We thus confront the dilemma of faith. In order to claim the sphere of authority for faith, the 
Christian must deny it to reason—but then the appeal to authority becomes irrational. In order to 
retain the rationality of authority, the Christian must place it within the bounds of reason—but then 
it becomes impossible to claim that faith provides us with a special kind of knowledge. The first 
alternative gives us irrational faith; the second alternative gives us “rational faith” with no purpose. 
We must reject the first because it is unreasonable. We must reject the second because the tenn 
“faith” is superfluous. There are rational and irrational appeals to authority, and this is the only 
distinction that needs to be made. The consideration given to an authoritative statement depends, 
not on who says it, but on why he says it. 

3. - Voluntarist Theories of Faith 

Voluntarist theories of faith are those that regard faith as an act of will. Traces of this approach are 
found in medieval writers such as Irenaeus, Augustine, and Aquinas. Faith, according to Aquinas, 
“is an act of the intellect assenting to the Divine truth at the command of the will moved by the 
grace of God. ...” 159 Retaining this element of voluntary consent permitted Aquinas to argue that 
acceptance on faith is a “meritorious act.” 

Later Christian writers have placed a much heavier emphasis on the voluntaristic aspect of faith: 


138 Robinson, Honest to God, p. 98. 

159 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Second Part, Pt. II, Q. 2, A. 9. 
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The distinctive feature of faith, in contrast with mere belief, is the element in it of 
will and action. ... Faith is not merely the assent that something is true, it is our 
readiness to act on what we believe true. 160 


Many Christians now view faith as a subjective, emotional commitment to the truth of 
Christianity. Insofar as any voluntarist theory of faith concedes its own irrationality, it is not worthy 
of discussion. Commitments, even highly emotional ones, should not be arbitrary or irrational. On 
the contrary, it is precisely in crucial times of decision that we must rely on reason the most. 
Granted, we must sometimes act without complete certainty, and we may sometimes make the 
wrong decisions, but this does not alter the vital life-and-death distinction between rational and 
irrational commitment. Commitment, far from being irrational or “subjective,” should always be 
based on the best available knowledge. Blind, unthinking commitment is unadulterated fanaticism, 
and the fanatics of this world have left millions of dead in their wake. 

Some voluntarist theories do not explicitly advocate irrationality. They maintain that reason can 
only go so far, at which time we must make a commitment on faith, a decision that falls beyond the 
scope of reason. As one theologian puts it, a man “must pursue the way of argument as far as it can 
take him, and then make a leap of faith in the direction of the evidence, acting as though it were 
sound.” 161 

Two thinkers are representative of this second voluntarist approach: Blaise Pascal, the French 
philosopher, mathematician, and scientist of the seventeenth century; and William James, the 
celebrated psychologist and philosopher. We shall briefly examine each of their views. 

Pascal, in his famous “wager,” argued as follows: 

... “God is, or He is not.” But to which side shall we incline? Reason can decide 
nothing here. ... According to reason, you can do neither the one thing nor the 
other; according to reason, you can defend neither of the propositions. 

... but you must wager. It is not optional. You are embarked. Which will you 
choose then? Let us see. Since you must choose, let us see which interests you 
least. You have two things to lose, the true and the good; and two things to stake, 
your reason and your will, your knowledge and your happiness; and your nature has 
two things to shun, error and misery. Your reason is no more shocked in choosing 
one rather than the other, since you must of necessity choose. This is one point 
settled. But your happiness? Let us weigh the gain and the loss in wagering that 
God is. Let us estimate these two chances. If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you 
lose nothing. Wager, then, without hesitation that He is. 162 


There are many things that can be said about Pascal’s wager, all of them bad, but we shall 
confine ourselves to a few brief remarks. 

First, Pascal’s claim that reason can defend neither theism or atheism is plainly false. The onus of 
proof, as we have seen, is solely on the theist. If he fails to make his case, reason resides with 
atheism. Pascal was correct in his assertion that the existence of God cannot be rationally 
demonstrated, but he was mistaken in his belief that the existence of God is therefore an open 
question. In fact, Pascal was himself a rigorous agnostic theist who held that God is “infinitely 


160 S. M. Thompson, A Modern Philosophy of Religion, quoted in Hick, Faith and Knowledge, pp. 45-46. 

161 Weatherhead, The Christian Agnostic, p. 97. 

162 Pascal, Penses, pp. 66-67. 
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incomprehensible.” “We are then incapable,” Pascal asserts, “of knowing either what He is or if He 
is.” This confession is an overt surrender to the rationality of atheism. 

Second, Pascal’s wager is not an argument in any intellectual sense; rather, it is an attempt at 
psychological intimidation. He is arguing, in effect, that we ought to believe in God because we 
may be rewarded for it—which implies, of course, that if we fail to believe in God, we will suffer 
the consequences. The threat of eternal torment for disbelievers is not specifically stated in Pascal’s 
argument, but it is clearly implied. 

Third, Pascal constructs a fallacious—and hideous—dichotomy between knowledge and 
happiness. We must wager one or the other, he argues, so which will we choose? Such a choice 
may exist in the mind of the Christian, but reality decrees no such thing. Quite the contrary, it is 
only through the integration of knowledge and decision that happiness can be achieved. 

Fourth, Pascal’s comment to the effect that one has nothing to lose through a commitment to 
theism, even if it remains undemonstrated, is absolutely incredible. But Pascal demands even more, 
for he is not just speaking of theistic belief in general; he is referring to the doctrines of 
Catholicism. One should become a Catholic, he states, on the possibility that Catholicism is correct, 
in which case one will have gained eternal happiness and avoided eternal torment. In reply to the 
objection that it is difficult to make oneself believe in the absence of sufficient reasons, Pascal 
recommends that one begin in the same way that most people come to accept Christianity: through 
blind obedience and ritual: 

Follow the way by which they began; by acting as if they believed, taking the holy 
water, having masses said, etc. Even this will naturally make you believe, and 
deaden your acuteness. ... What have you got to lose? 163 


What have we got to lose? Intellectual integrity, self-esteem, and a passionate, rewarding life for 
starters. In short, everything that makes life worth living. Far from being a safe bet, Pascal’s wager 
requires the wager of one’s life and happiness. 

Finally, Pascal is guilty of inconsistency. He positively states that reason cannot prove the truth 
of Christian theism, and he mistakenly regards Catholicism and total disbelief as the only two 
alternatives. Such is not the case. What of other non-Christian religions that prescribe punishment 
for Christians? If reason cannot decide, how are we to choose between alternative religions? 
Indeed, it is possible to have an unlimited number of religious doctrines, each of which prescribes 
eternal tonnent for all other beliefs. We would then have a complex crossfire of damnation threats, 
with no means of choosing among them. Once Pascal disallows an appeal to reason, he commits 
himself to a hopeless situation, for he denies himself the possibility of condemning any religious 
commitment as false or unreasonable, even if that belief is virulently anti-Christian. 

Antony Flew has appropriately tagged Pascal’s infamous wager as an appeal “to prudence in the 
rat-race for salvation.” 164 It is also a terrible argument, if it can be called an “argument” at all. Few 
Christians use it today except as a last resort, where it tends to be embarrassing. The voluntarist 
theory of faith underlying Pascal’s wager (or any similar approach) must be discarded as irrational. 

In his famous essay, “The Will to Believe,” William James presents a voluntaristic theory of faith 
that is modeled after Pascal’s wager in some respects, although it is more thoroughly argued. Also, 
unlike Pascal, James appeals to happiness in this life rather than in an afterlife as the primary 
motive of belief. 


163 Ibid., p. 68. 

164 Flew, God and Philosophy, p. 185. 
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“The Will to Believe,” states the author, is “an essay in justification of faith, a defense of our 
right to adopt a believing attitude in religious matters, in spite of the fact that our merely logical 
intellect may not have been coerced.” 165 In other words, James contends that some propositions are 
worthy of belief even though the evidence in their favor is insufficient to compel our rational 
assent. These propositions must be accepted through “voluntarily adopted faith.” 

“Faith,” writes James in another essay, “is synonymous with working hypothesis,” where the 
believer’s “intimate persuasion is that the odds in its favour are strong enough to warrant him in 
acting all along on the assumption of its truth.” 166 When should we employ faith? When we are 
confronted with a “genuine option” that cannot be decided through reason. 

In order for an option (i.e., a choice between two propositions) to be “genuine,” it must fulfill 
three criteria. First, the option must be “living”; i.e., it must present two real possibilities to the 
individual concerned. Second, the option must be “forced”; i.e., there cannot be a middle ground of 
indecision between the two propositions. Finally, the option must be “momentous”; i.e., it must 
represent an important decision. 

James goes on to argue that many genuine options cannot be resolved through rational 
deliberation, but we must make a decision nonetheless. In these instances, “Our passional nature 
not only lawfully may, but must, decide an option between propositions ... for to say, under such 
circumstances, ‘Do not decide, but leave the question open,’ is itself a passional decision—just like 
deciding yes or no—and is attended with the same risk of losing the truth.” According to James, 
the “religious hypothesis” is one such option. 

The choice between religion and disbelief, argues James, fulfills the preceding three criteria: it is 
“living,” “forced,” and “momentous.” This option presents two important alternatives from which 
we must select a course of action. To remain indecisive is equivalent to rejecting the religious 

hypothesis, because “although we do avoid error in that way if religion be untrue, we lose the good, 

168 

if it be true, just as certainly as if we positively chose to disbelieve.” 

James is arguing that reason cannot settle the issue of religious truth, but we are forced to act 
either in accord or against religion whether we like it or not. Therefore, a person is justified in 
following his emotions and accepting religion on faith, because “we have the right to believe at our 
own risk any hypothesis that is live enough to tempt our will.” 169 James agrees with Pascal that 
religion offers great personal rewards. If it turns out to be true, our gain is tremendous; if it turns 
out to be false, our loss is trivial. Given these odds, how can we stubbornly refuse the voluntary 
assent of faith? 

James’s argument for faith suffers from the same basic flaws as Pascal’s wager. Fike Pascal, 
James contends that reason is unable to reach a conclusion in the sphere of religion—which opens 
the door for faith. James calls on skepticism to pave the way for faith, and much of his essay is 
devoted to an attack on the efficacy of reason. “Objective evidence and certitude are doubtless very 
fine ideals to play with,” he writes, “but where on this moonlit and dream-visited planet are they 
found?” 170 Most of our important beliefs depend on faith. “Our belief in truth itself, for instance, 
that there is a truth, and that our minds and it are made for each other—what is it but a passionate 


165 William James, “The Will to Believe,” Selected Papers, p. 100. (First printed 1896. Reprinted by J. M. Dent and 
Sons, London and Toronto, 1917.) 

166 William James, “The Sentiment of Rationality,” Selected Essays, pp. 151-152. (First printed 1879. Reprinted by J. 
M. Dent and Sons, London and Toronto, 1917.) 

167 James, “The Will to Believe,” p. 108. 

168 Ibid., p. 120. 

169 Ibid., p. 122. 

170 Ibid., p. 110. 
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affirmation of desire, in which our social system backs us up?” We believe that we possess truth, 
but if a skeptic asks us how we know this, can logic find a reply? “No! certainly [?] it cannot. It is 
just one volition against another—we willing to go in for life upon a trust or assumption which he, 
for his part, does not care to make.” 171 

James concludes, in effect, that every person pretty well believes what he wants to believe 
anyway, so there is no reason to condemn beliefs based on subjective emotions. Knowledge 
ultimately narrows down to arbitrary, subjective commitment; 

James’s voluntarist approach is made possible by this underlying skepticism. Without it, faith is 
denied a sphere of influence, and “The Will to Believe” collapses into dust. 

Moreover, “faith” as conceived by James is devoid of cognitive worth. It does not enable us to 
detennine the truth or falsity of propositions and thus cannot qualify as a means of acquiring 
knowledge. As John Hick observes, it merely “authorizes us to believe (‘by faith’) any proposition, 
not demonstrably false, which it might be advantageous to us, in this world or another, to have 
accepted.” 172 “The Will to Believe” is nothing but a license for wishful thinking. 

James attempts a counter-argument against this objection. “There are ... cases,” he maintains, 
“where faith creates its own verification.” Faith is “essential and indispensable” to this class of 
truths. “The truths cannot become true till our faith has made them so.” 173 

What are these truths? Basically, they are cases where one’s subjective commitment is a 
detennining factor in bringing about the truth that one desires. Consider a man who is about to 
jump over a wide chasm. If he refuses to believe that he can leap the chasm because he does not 
have sufficient evidence for this belief, this lack of confidence may very well contribute to his 
failure. If, on the other hand, his desire to leap the chasm motivates him to believe that he can 
actually leap it, this confidence may very well contribute to his success. This man’s faith in the 
absence of evidence, argues James, brings about the desired truth. Faith has created fact. 

This argument is easily demolished. James blurs the distinction between believing something to 
be true and acting with conviction. A man’s desire to accomplish a goal will frequently contribute 
to his success, but desire is not the same as knowledge. Furthermore, the above illustration has no 
relevance whatsoever to the issue of religious belief. A strong emotional commitment may help 
achieve a desired goal in the future, but it cannot alter present facts. A god will not spring into 
existence if only one believes strongly enough. A desire for an afterlife, however intense, cannot 
create a heavenly paradise. Facts are facts, independently of one’s desires, fears and hopes. “The 
Will to Believe” notwithstanding, wishing will not make it so. 

Implicit throughout the voluntarist approach to faith is the assumption that because we must 
sometimes act without complete certainty, we must therefore appeal to our emotions and act on 
faith. But the choice between certainty and emotionalism is a false alternative. Certainty does not 
entail infallibility, and we cannot expect absolute guarantees of success in our endeavors. We often 
act on partial knowledge, and we sometimes take considerable risks. It is precisely this chance of 
failure that necessitates our alliance with reason. Reason tells us when we may fail, when we have a 
reasonable chance for success, and when we will most certainly succeed (within one’s context of 
knowledge). To abandon reason in favor of emotion is to surrender responsible decision making to 
whim. If anything will guarantee failure and unhappiness, it is the delusion that one’s feelings can 
abrogate the function of reason. In the words of George Santayana: 


7 Ibid., pp. 106-107. 

172 Hick, Faith and Knowledge, p. 56. 
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To be boosted by an illusion is not to live better than to live in harmony with the 
truth; it is not nearly so safe, not nearly so sweet, and not nearly so fruitful. These 
refusals to part with a decayed illusion are really an infection to the mind. Believe, 
certainly; we cannot help believing; but believe rationally, holding what seems 
certain for certain, what seems probable for probable, what seems desirable for 
desirable, and what seems false for false. 174 


James derides the efficacy of reason and then exhorts us to accept desire as a guide to knowledge. 
We are once again asked to abandon reason as a means to happiness. Anyone who advocates such a 
dichotomy does face a serious problem, but the problem lies within himself—and the problem is 
psychological, not philosophical. 

In summary, James assumes that the concept of god is a reasonable hypothesis to begin with, that 
reason cannot decide the issue of religious belief, that one’s emotions can justify belief in the 
absence of evidence, and that theistic belief provides a greater degree of happiness than disbelief. 
All of these assumptions are false. “The Will to Believe,” as Walter Kaufmann aptly puts it, “is an 
unwitting compendium of common fallacies and a manual of self-deception.” 175 

4. - The End of Faith 

The preceding theories of faith were selected with specific features in mind. The Bible is the core 
of Christianity, and its overwhelming irrationalism is significant as a pace-setter. The Bible, 
especially the New Testament, vividly illustrates the theme of the previous chapter: that reason 
must be attacked to create a sphere of influence for faith. Although the New Testament is 
technically unpolished, its philosophical message is crystal clear: reason and criticism must 
succumb to faith, blind obedience and threats of violence. In its own modest way, the Bible is a 
remarkable compilation of vulgar skepticism. Can we understand its enormous appeal within the 
context of men living hundreds of years ago? Perhaps. Can we understand why contemporary, 
intelligent scholars persist in treating the Bible as something more than a mildly interesting 
collection of documents written over a span of centuries? Or can we understand why enlightened 
theologians parade as devout Christians and yet ignore the blatant intellectual oppressiveness and 
viciousness of the Bible? I, for one, cannot. 

Our second variety of faith—faith as authoritative trust—has a distinguished historical 
background and may be termed the classical view of faith. We discussed two variations of this 
approach: faith in God, and faith that God exists. The first conception, aside from being 
superfluous, is totally irrelevant to the choice between theism and atheism. The latter approach rests 
on the mistaken notion that authority somehow constitutes an independent court of appeal apart 
from reason. The skepticism here is subtle. It consists of arbitrarily limiting “reason” within a 
narrow framework and then awarding the remaining large sphere of knowledge to “faith.” This 
pennits the Christian to posture as a friend of reason, while maintaining that reason and faith are 
different, though reconcilable, methods of attaining knowledge. In a sense, this kind of skepticism 
is more reprehensible than an overt hostility to reason, because it is dishonest. The Christian 
cripples reason and then presents himself as a friend of this mutation that he has created. 

Finally, we discussed two voluntarist approaches to faith. These theories are important because 
they represent a critical transition from a cognitive view of faith to an emotive view. There is no 


174 Quoted in Kaufmann, Critique of Religion and Philosophy, p. 119. 
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attempt to represent faith as a method of cognition; faith is frankly conceded to be an emotional 
commitment, an act of will, without rational justification. More than any other approach, the 
voluntarist theory of faith strives to give philosophical respectability to the practice of believing 
something simply because one “feels like it.” Here the skepticism is overt. We are constantly 
reminded that reason is impotent in the crucial areas of man’s life, and that we must frequently act 
on our feelings in the absence of rational demonstration. A sphere of influence is created for 
voluntarist faith through an open declaration of war on reason. The voluntarist wishes faith to rule, 
not through negotiation, but through brutal conquest. 

Although there are other important and sophisticated theories of faith, to examine them would 
degenerate into a tiresome routine. The general objections to faith established in the previous two 
chapters, combined with the specific applications in this chapter, should provide the reader with 
sufficient information to project the criticisms that would be made against other theories. 

Where does this leave the term “faith”? Must every rational man banish it from his vocabulary? 
No, not necessarily. We mentioned previously that “faith” has a number of different, if somewhat 
vague, applications. There is nothing objectionable to speaking of “faith” in one’s friends, and so 
on. What is objectionable, however, is to elevate this nebulous concept to an epistemological status. 
In a strictly philosophical context, there is no room for faith; reason, a previous tenant, has hung out 
the “no vacancy” sign. 

Thus, after a journey spanning three chapters, we must abandon faith and return to the realm of 
reason. We must exclude any diversion to faith as an alleged substitute for reason and consider 
Christian theism solely on its rational merits. This is not arbitrary or subjective; it is simply a matter 
of necessity. If we wish to acquire knowledge, we must respect the method by which man acquires 
knowledge. If we are to know anything, we must establish cognitive guidelines. The Christian may 
experience this strict adherence to reason as restrictive, but it is not the atheist who decrees these 
restrictions—it is reality. 
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VII. - Revelation 


Revelation is a disclosure, a direct communication, from a god to a man. Since Christian theology 
relies heavily on revelation, and since most theologians claim that revelation must be accepted on 
faith, it is appropriate to discuss this subject in conjunction with faith. 

We must keep in mind that revelation, since it entails a communication from God to man, 
presupposes the existence of God—so one must first accept the existence of the Christian God 
before one can believe in Christian revelation. Our problem is complicated by the failure of 
Christian theology to provide us with a coherent meaning for the term “God.” We know roughly 
that the Christian God is supposed to be a kind of supernatural being—since this is entailed by the 
definition of “god”—but we do not have an intelligible, non-contradictory description of this 
mysterious being. 

Therefore, because we cannot understand the meaning of “God,” the alleged source of Christian 
revelation, we cannot make sense out of the Christian’s claim to have received a communication 
from this being. He might just as well claim to have received a revelation from an “unie.” 

We thus see at the outset that no appeal to revelation can rescue the Christian God. But various 
kinds of revelation occupy an important place in Christianity, so, if only for the purpose of 
comprehensiveness, we shall discuss two of the most popular varieties: the Bible and miracles. 

The purpose of this chapter is twofold: first, to present some relevant (and hopefully interesting) 
background material concerning the validity of Christian revelation; and, second, to demonstrate 
that no appeal to revelation can establish the truth of supernaturalism in any form. 

1 - The Bible 

The primary source of Christian revelation is the Bible, a compilation of material claimed by its 
defenders to have been inspired by God. Through selected authors, God chose to reveal himself to 
man—and the result, the Bible, constitutes the foundation of the Christian religion. 

Christians disagree radically among themselves concerning the veracity of the biblical record. On 
one extreme we have fundamentalists who uphold the Bible as literally infallible, and on the other 
extreme we have liberals who—to put it more bluntly than they would care to—take the alleged 
factual accuracy of the Bible with a grain of salt. The fundamentalist position is described by 
Professor W.F. Tillett as follows: 

Those who hold the view commonly designated as plenary and verbal inspiration 
claim that the biblical writers were divinely secured against any and all mistakes by 
virtue of their divine inspiration, and affirm, further, that that which constitutes the 
Bible a divine book is the fact that the Holy Spirit so dominated and guided the 
minds and pens of those who wrote as to make their writings free from mistakes of 
any and all kinds, whether it be mistakes of history or chronology or botany or 
biology or astronomy, or mistakes as to moral and spiritual truth pertaining to God 
and man, in time or eternity. According to this view of biblical inspiration. 
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whatever the Bible says must be true because it is God’s own Word; what it says is 
what God says. 176 


This traditional view of the Bible has posed more of a problem for Protestants than for Catholics. 
It has been said that when Protestantism abandoned the authority of the Church and left the Bible to 
individual interpretation, it effectively surrendered the inerrancy of the Bible. Considering the 
many sectarian disputes within the ranks of Protestantism, this statement is well founded. The 
Catholic Church, on the other hand, recognizing the possibility of contradictory interpretations of 
the Bible, maintains that “the Roman Pontiff, when he speaks ex cathedra ... is possessed of that 
infallibility with which the divine Redeemer willed that His Church should be endowed for 
defining doctrine regarding faith or morals.” 177 Using the Church as a final arbiter in the case of 
doctrinal disputes has enabled Catholicism to escape many of the theological battles so common 
among Protestant theologians. Every Christian believes that the Bible is “inspired” in some way, 
but there is widespread and bitter disagreement over what it means to be inspired. Fundamentalists, 
as we have seen, argue that the Bible is factually correct in every respect. To admit error in any 
instance, they maintain, is to surrender the principle of divine inspiration. If the Bible is conceded 
to be mistaken or based on superstition in some instances, what is to prevent us from rejecting all of 
the supernatural accounts in the Bible—including the life and Resurrection of Jesus—as myths? 

Liberals disagree. They point out that the Bible, a collection of books written over a span of 
approximately one thousand years, was written by fallible men who were not exempt from the 
prejudices and superstitions of their day. God revealed himself to man, not through written 
propositions, but through historical incidents such as the life of Christ. The Bible derives its 
inspiration, not from the men who recorded these events, but from the divine nature of the events 
themselves. The Bible does not reveal propositions about God; it reveals God himself through his 
actions. Thus, concludes the liberal, it is not necessary to believe that the Bible is accurate in every 
detail; it is only necessary to believe that the biblical writers were witnessing acts of God within 
their historic framework. And although they may have misinterpreted or exaggerated these events 
at times, we are able, through interpretation guided by faith, to reach the true meaning of these 
inspired events. Rather than accept the Bible uncritically as the fundamentalist would have us do, 
we must subject the Bible to textual and historic criticism in order to gain a true perspective of the 
biblical message. 178 

The meaning of inspiration is a controversy which we can safely leave for Christians to decide. 
The attitude of the atheist towards the alleged inspiration of the Bible was summed up nicely by 
Robert G. Ingersoll, the famous nineteenth-century “infidel”: 

Now they say that this book is inspired. I do not care whether it is or not; the 
question is, Is it true? If it is true, it doesn’t need to be inspired. Nothing needs 
inspiration except a falsehood or a mistake. 179 


176 Wilbur F. Tillett, “The Divine Element in the Bible,” The Abingdon Bible Commentary, edited by F. C. Eiselen et al. 
(New York: Abingdon Press, 1929), p. 27. 

177 Decrees of the Vatican Council, De Ecclesia Christi, iv. Quoted in John Baillie, The Idea of Revelation in Recent 
Thought (New York: Columbia University Press, 1956), p. 112. 

178 For a more detailed account of the liberal approach to the Bible, see: Baillie, The Idea of Revelation in Recent 
Thought. 

179 Robert G. Ingersoll, “Mistakes of Moses,” 44 Complete Lectures (Chicago: Regan Publishing Corp.), p. 8. 
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Whatever else may be said about the fundamentalist, he at least comes to grips with the problem 
of atheism, for from an atheistic viewpoint, the accuracy of the Bible is the only relevant 
consideration. If the Bible is true, so is Christianity. If the Bible cannot withstand critical 
examination, neither can Christianity. 

In judging the veracity of the Bible, we immediately confront the fact that it abounds with 
incredible stories and primitive superstitions. These elements alone disqualify it as worthy of belief. 
While the Bible may have some historic and literary value, it simply cannot be accepted at face 
value. In public libraries, one will appropriately find it shelved next to the mythology section. 

While disclaimers of the Bible are common fare today, they would have led to execution in some 
countries a few centuries ago—so it is understandable why detailed critiques of the Bible are a 
fairly recent phenomenon. But the roots of biblical criticism extend centuries into the past. As early 
as the sixteenth century, scholars noted discrepancies among various translations of biblical 

manuscripts which, along with some textual irregularities, raised doubts concerning the validity of 

180 

traditionally assigned dates and authors. 

The seventeenth-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes is usually given credit for launching a 
rationalistic approach to the Bible. In his Leviathan, he denied the traditional belief that Moses 
wrote the first five books of the Old Testament (the Pentateuch), using as evidence passages that 
could not have been written until after the death of Moses. Hobbes also suggested that we must 
follow the dictates of reason in determining what qualifies as genuine revelation: 

When God speaketh to man, it must be either immediately; or by meditation of 
another man, to whom he had formerly spoken by himself immediately. How God 
speaketh to a man immediately, may be understood by those well enough, to whom 
he hath so spoken; but how the same should be understood by another, is hard, if 
not impossible to know. For if a man pretend to me, that God hath spoken to him 
supernaturally and immediately, and I make doubt of it, I cannot easily perceive 
what argument he can produce, to oblige me to believe it. ... For to say that God 
hath spoken to him in the Holy Scripture, is not to say that God hath spoken to him 
immediately, but by mediation of the prophets, or of the apostles, or of the church. 

... To say he hath spoken to him in a dream, is no more than to say he dreamed that 
God spake to him; which is not of force to win belief from any man. ... So that 
though God Almighty can speak to a man by dreams, visions, voice, and 
inspiration; yet he obliges no man to believe he hath so done to him that pretends it; 
who, being a man, may err, and, which is more, may lie. 181 


Hobbes was as close to an infidel as one could be in his time and remain alive. Though he 
professed theism, notes J.M. Robertson, “nothing is more certain than that he was no orthodox 
Christian; and even his professed theism resolves itself somewhat easily into virtual agnosticism on 
logical pressure.” ~ While Hobbes did not reject Christianity outright, his treatment of religion 
stirred controversy. His terse distinction between religion and superstition reflects the attitude, not 
of a devoted believer, but of philosopher cynical of religious claims: “Fear of power invisible, 
feigned by the mind, or imagined from tales publicly allowed, RELIGION; not allowed, 
SUPERSTITION.” 183 


180 For a brief history of biblical criticism, see: Samuel Terrien, “History of the Interpretation of the Bible,” The 
Interpreter’s Bible (New York: Abingdon Press, 1952), Vol. I, pp. 127-141. 

181 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, edited by Michael Oakeshott (London: Collier-Macmillan Ltd., 1962), p. 272. 

182 J. M. Robertson, A History of Freethought (London: Watts and Co 1936), Vol. H, p. 615. 

18j Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 51. 
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Through his rejection of traditional Christian doctrines, such as the efficacy of prayer and the 
existence of hell, Hobbes gained the reputation of a religious skeptic. The English Parliament 
condemned the Leviathan in 1666, and Hobbes was ordered to cease writing further books on 
controversial topics. 

The next milestone in biblical criticism was Baruch Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise, 
published anonymously in 1670. Spinoza outlined the purpose of this treatise: 

As I pondered over the facts that the light of reason is not only despised, but by 
many even execrated as a source of impiety, that human commentaries are accepted 
as divine records, and that credulity is extolled as faith ... I determined to examine 
the Bible afresh in a careful, impartial, and unfettered spirit, making no 
assumptions concerning it, and attributing to it no doctrines, which I do not find 
clearly therein set down. With these precautions I constructed a method of 
Scriptural interpretation. ... 184 


Spinoza was proposing a radical procedure for his time: that the Bible, like any other book, be 
examined objectively for evidences of dates, authorships, and reliability. Though he concluded that 
he “found nothing taught expressly by Scripture, which does not agree with our understanding, or 
which is repugnant thereto,” Spinoza’s interpretation of the Bible scarcely won him friends in the 
Christian community. Subjecting the Bible to a much closer scrutiny than Hobbes had done, 
Spinoza reached a number of unacceptable conclusions: 

Of the authors ... of many of the books, we are either in complete ignorance, or at 
any rate in doubt. ... Further, we do not know either the occasions or the epochs 
when these books of unknown authorship were written; we cannot say into what 
hands they fell, nor how the numerous varying versions originated; nor, lastly, 
whether there were not other versions, now lost. 18 ’ 


Spinoza also pointed to various mistakes, contradictions and impossibilities in the Bible—in 
short, he rejected its infallibility. Concerning the miracles recorded in the Bible, Spinoza wrote: 

We may, then, be absolutely certain that every event which is truly described in 
Scripture necessarily happened, like everything else, according to natural laws; and 
if anything is there set down which can be proved in set terms to contravene the 
order of nature, or not to be deducible therefrom, we must believe it to have been 
foisted into the sacred writings by irreligious hands; for whatsoever is contrary to 
nature is also contrary to reason, and whatsoever is contrary to reason is absurd, 
and, ipso facto, to be rejected. 186 


The Treatise was the most effective attack on Christian supernaturalism yet published. It was 
promptly condemned by a Dutch clerical synod and placed on the forbidden Index of the Catholic 
Church. Wishing to avoid as much controversy as possible, Spinoza wrote the Treatise in Latin, so 
that it would be accessible to scholars but not to laymen. He vetoed a plan to have it translated into 
the vernacular Dutch, where it would enjoy wide readership. In the preface, Spinoza explains that 


184 Benedict Spinoza, A Theologico-Political Treatise, translated by R. H. M. Elwes (New York: Dover Publications, 
1951), p. 8. 

185 Ibid., p. 111. 

186 Ibid., p. 92. 
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his work was intended for philosophers. “To the rest of mankind,” he writes, “I care not to 
commend my treatise, for I cannot expect that it contains anything to please them: I know how 
deeply rooted are the prejudices embraced under the name of religion. ... Therefore the multitude ... 
I ask not to read my book; nay, I would rather that they should utterly neglect it, than that they 
should misinterpret it after their wont.” 187 

Biblical research continued after Spinoza, but the constant threat of persecution in many 
countries guaranteed that this information would not be used as a weapon against Christianity. 
America was one of the first countries where freedom of speech was relatively secure, and Thomas 
Paine, the inspirational spark behind the American Revolution, published an overt attack on 
Christianity in the late eighteenth century. Now considered a classic of freethought literature, the 
Age of Reason still stands as one of the most trenchant critiques of the Bible and Christianity ever 
published. 

Like many of his colleagues, Paine believed in the impersonal god of deism, a god who created 
the universe and then left it to its own devices. Paine was suspicious of organized religion in any 
fonn: “All national institutions of churches, whether Jewish, Christian or Turkish, appear to me no 
other than human inventions, set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and 
profit.” 188 

Paine was extremely hostile to revealed religion, especially that of Christianity: 

The most detestable wickedness, the most horrid cruelties, and the greatest miseries 
that have afflicted the human race have had their origin in this thing called 
revelation, or revealed religion. It has been the most dishonorable belief against the 
character of the Divinity, the most destructive to morality and the peace and 
happiness of man, that ever was propagated since man began to exist. It is better, 
far better, that we admitted, if it were possible, a thousand devils to roam at large, 
and to preach publicly the doctrine of devils, if there were any such, than that we 
permitted one such impostor and monster as Moses, Joshua, Samuel, and the Bible 
prophets, to come with the pretended word of God in his mouth, and have credit 

189 

among us. ... 

Of all the systems of religion that ever were invented, there is none more 
derogatory to the Almighty, more unedifying to man, more repugnant to reason, 
and more contradictory in itself, than this thing called Christianity. 190 


Because Paine believed in a benevolent deity, he appealed to what he termed “moral evidence 
against the Bible” to show “that the Bible is not entitled to credit as being the word of God.” 
Referring to the many atrocities recorded in the Bible, Paine states: 

To charge the commission of acts upon the Almighty, which, in their own nature, 
and by every rule of moral justice, are crimes, as all assassination is, and more 
especially the assassination of infants, is matter of serious concern. The Bible tells 
us, that those assassinations were done by the express command of God. To 
believe, therefore, the Bible to be true, we must unbelieve all our belief in the moral 
justice of God; for wherein could crying or smiling infants offend? And to read the 
Bible without horror, we must undo everything that is tender, sympathizing, and 
benevolent in the heart of man. Speaking for myself, if 1 had no other evidence that 


187 Ibid., p. 11. 

188 Paine, Age of Reason, Part I, p. 6. 

189 Ibid., Part II, p. 176. 
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the Bible is fabulous than the sacrifice I must make to believe it to be true, that 
alone would be sufficient to determine my choice. 191 

Paine was a master of polemical style, and passages in the Age of Reason range from bitter to 
humorous. His comment on Matthew 27:51-53 is a good example of the latter. These passages 
report an incident during the crucifixion of Jesus. 

And, behold, the veil of the temple was rent in twain from the top to the bottom, 
and the earth did quake, and the rocks rent, and the graves were opened; and many 
bodies of the saints which slept arose, and came out of the graves after his 
resurrection, and went into the holy city, and appeared unto many. (King James 
Version.) 


After noting that none of the other three Gospels mention this remarkable occurrence, Paine 
argues that this event, had it actually occurred, would have been far too significant for the other 
New Testament writers to ignore. He then subjects this report to the full force of his wit: 

It is an easy thing to tell a lie, but it is difficult to support the lie after it is told. The 
writer of the book of Matthew should have told us who the saints were that came to 
life again, and went into the city, and what became of them afterward, and who it 
was that saw them—for he is not hardy enough to say he saw them himself, 
whether they came out naked, and all in natural buff, he-saints and she-saints; or 
whether they came full dressed, and where they got their dresses, whether they 
went to their former habitations, and reclaimed their wives, their husbands, and 
their property, and how they were received; whether they entered ejectments for the 
recovery of their possessions, or brought actions of crim. con. against the rival 
interlopers, whether they remained on earth, and followed their former occupation 
of preaching or working; or whether they died again, or went back to their graves 
alive, and buried themselves. 192 


Much of the Age of Reason concerns the authenticity and veracity of the Old and New 
Testaments. Like Spinoza before him, Paine appealed to internal evidence to prove that the Old 
Testament books could not have been written by their traditionally ascribed authors. And since 
many of these books testify to miraculous events, “if it should be found that the books ascribed to 
Moses, Joshua and Samuel, were not written by Moses, Joshua, and Samuel, every part of the 
authority and authenticity of those books is gone at once; for there can be no such thing as forged 
or invented testimony, more especially as to things naturally incredible, such as that of talking with 

193 

God face to face, or that of the sun and moon standing still at the command of a man.” 

“The New Testament ,” writes Paine, “compared with the Old, is like a farce of one act, in which 
there is not room for the very numerous violations of the unities. There are, however, some glaring 
contradictions, which ... are sufficient to show the story of Jesus Christ to be false.” 194 Furthermore, 
charges Paine, the four Gospels “have been manufactured, as the books of the Old Testament have 
been, by other persons than those whose names they bear.” 195 


191 Ibid., pp. 76-77. 

192 Ibid., p. 151. 

193 Ibid., p. 78. 

194 Ibid., p. 144. 

195 Ibid., p. 147. 
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Most modem theologians would agree with Paine that the New Testament contains a mass of 
contradictions and that the Gospels (or at least three of the four) are of unknown authorship, written 
anywhere from 40 to 150 years after the death of Jesus. This brings out a curious parallel between 
many non-Christians and liberal Christian theologians regarding their view of the Bible. Yet most 
theologians couch their rejection of the Bible in theological terms, which gives them the 
appearance of strengthening Christianity while ripping the reliability of its source book to shreds. 
Few theologians would care to pursue their research to its logical conclusion and finally assert, as 
did Paine, that the biblical account of Jesus “has every mark of fraud and imposition stamped upon 
the face of it.” Despite these impolite tenns, however, this conclusion reached by an arch-infidel of 
two centuries ago is not dissimilar from the conclusion reached through modem biblical 
scholarship. 

Many of Paine’s biblical criticisms were not original with him, nor did he have the background 
necessary for a thorough analysis of the Bible. Some of his comments on the Bible seem naive and 
simplistic by today’s standards, but this is irrelevant when we remember that Paine was concerned 
only with destroying the doctrine that the Bible is the infallible word of God, or indeed the product 
of any supernatural being. And viewed in this context, the Age of Reason was—and is—a 
resounding success. 

Critical examinations of the Bible are so commonplace today that they have lost most of their 
sting. While there are disagreements over points of detail, there is a general consensus among 
moderate and liberal theologians that the inerrancy doctrine of the Bible is blatantly indefensible. A 
few theologians, the more honest among them, are remarkably frank in their disclaimers. For 
example, Alfred Foisy, one of the leaders in the movement known as “Catholic Modernism,” 
published two works whose tone is sometimes reminiscent of Thomas Paine. Foisy, a widely 
acknowledged biblical scholar, was a professor at the Institute Catholique in France from 1889 
until his excommunication from the Church in 1908. Foisy firmly denied any supernatural 
influence in the Bible. Concerning the New Testament, he wrote: 

A long, slow process brought the Gospels to their present form without any sign of 
divine initiative at the beginning or the end or at any point between the two, at a 
given time they were selected, from among many, by the Church authorities and the 
text of their content finally determined. ... The apostolic Epistles, authentic or not, 
are personal works called forth by particular occasions. Moreover a considerable 
part of them are forgeries, for which it would be unseemly enough to make God 
directly responsible. ... In short, the idea of God as author of books is a myth, if 
ever there was one, and a myth redolent of magic. ... The books reputed all divine 
are simply not filled with truth from beginning to end—far from it! They contain as 
many errors as books of their kind, written when they were, could be made to 
hold. 196 


After citing numerous contradictions between the various stories of the Resurrection, Foisy 
concludes: 


From all this the conclusion follows that what we have here is not a historical 
tradition of a factual resurrection ... but an assertion of faith. The stories of 
imagined apparitions are, for the most part, apologetic constructions for buttressing 
belief by clothing it in material form. Whence it follows in this crucial case, as in 


196 Alfred Loisy, The Origins of the New Testament , translated by L. P. Jacks, pp. 10-11. (First printed 1936. Reprinted 
in English translation by University Books, New Hyde Park, N.Y., 1962.) 
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that of miracles in general, that the only history we can glean from stories of 
supernatural magic is the history of belief. 197 

Loisy found it incredible that learned scholars, especially his Catholic colleagues, continued to 
defend the infallibility doctrine. Since the evidence against this belief is so overwhelming, he 
bluntly accused other theologians of intellectual dishonesty: 

In the supernatural so understood we have here no part or lot, for the plain reason 
that it is untrue, that it crumbles to pieces, save so far as it is held together by the 
ignorance of the believing masses, and by the willful blindness of the theologians 
who refuse to see what is before them; nor can the suspicion be avoided that these 
theologians sometimes play a part which ranges them with opportunists, apologetic 
politicians, exegetical strategists, rather than with those who really and personally 
believe in this false supernaturalism, which they seem determined to impose as a 
perpetual burden on the religious mind. We beg to tell them, and to say it once for 
all, that their pretensions are preposterous and their assumption of infallibility an 
unpermitted revolt against exact knowledge. 198 


Returning to the subject of atheism, we must determine what, if anything, can be said in defense 
of the Bible. Is it possible to demonstrate that the Bible contains a supernatural element? 

In considering this question, we must remember that the Christian assumes the full burden of 
proof. It is not necessary for the atheist to prove that the Bible contains contradictions or that many 
biblical books are forgeries in order to debunk the alleged supernaturalism of the Bible. Even if the 
Bible were consistent, or even if all its books were written by their purported authors, this would 
not begin to establish any supernatural influence. For this reason, we shall not pursue these 
problems in this chapter. For further information, the reader may consult any of a vast number of 
books dealing with biblical research. 199 

Many Christians openly concede that the Bible must be accepted as an article faith, but this has 
no relevance to our present goal. Our task is to determine the philosophical possibility of using the 
Bible as a means of establishing Christianity. Can we somehow start from the Bible itself and, with 
the aid of some self-authenticating procedure, use it as an argument for supernaturalism? Does the 
Bible contain anything that cannot be explained except with reference to a supernatural being? 

Some fundamentalists think so. They argue that the Bible contains accurate prophecies which 
provide overwhelming evidence of a supernatural influence. Since the biblical writers were able to 
predict future events with accuracy, such as events in the life of Jesus, we must conclude that they 
were inspired by God. 

It is true that prophecy was very popular among many biblical writers, but whether they were 
successful or not is another matter entirely. We must first keep in mind that many of these attempts 
at prophecy are of such an obscure nature that any of a variety of events could be interpreted as 
fulfillment. Also, the Bible as we have it today is the result of much editing and interpolation, and 
many of the books that have traditionally been ascribed to one author are now known to be the 
work of different anonymous men. So there is considerable reason to suppose that many alleged 


197 Ibid., p. 25. 

198 Ibid., pp. 27-28. 

199 For a comprehensive and scholarly discussion of the New Testament, see: Robert M. Grant, A Historical 
Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Harper and Row, 1963). Opponents of C hristianity have also written 
thorough critiques of the Bible, and among the best of these are two works by Joseph Wheless: Is it God’s Word? (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1926); and Forgery in Christianity’ (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1930). 
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prophecies (especially those which are predicted and fulfdled in the same Old Testament book) 
were manufactured after the fact in question. 

But let us consider an area where there is an indisputable chronological gap between the 
prediction and its alleged fulfillment: the Old Testament prophecies of a Jewish Messiah which, 
according to Christianity, were fulfilled by Jesus. The New Testament abounds with references to 
Old Testament predictions of a future savior, and the biblical authors went to great lengths to pound 
Jesus into the mold of Jewish messianic expectation. In their enthusiasm, however, they resorted to 
blatant distortions. 

While the Jews were anticipating the coming of a savior, they visualized him as a military 
conqueror who would liberate them from centuries of oppression. Because Jesus did not fit this 
image, he was not widely accepted by the Jewish community; but the Gospel writers, eager to 
verify the messiahship of Jesus, referred to the Old Testament on many occasions. As an example 
of the distortion and context-dropping that resulted, consider the first reference to prophecy in the 
New Testament. Referring to the supposed virgin birth of Jesus, the author of Matthew writes: 

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: “Behold, a 
virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel” 

(which means, God with us). (Matthew 1:22,23) 


This is a reference to the Old Testament passage, Isaiah 7:14; Therefore the Lord himself will 
give you a sign. Behold, a young woman shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name 
Immanuel. 

To begin with, this appeal to prophecy is based on a mistranslation. The Hebrew word almah, 
which means “young woman” or “maiden,” is made to read “virgin” (for which the Hebrew is 
bethulah ) by the author of Matthew—thus conveniently switching the Old Testament passage to 
meet his particular requirements. According to The Interpreter’s Bible, “if Isaiah had wished to 
make clear that he had in mind a miraculous virgin birth, he would have had to use the specific 
tenn bethulah .” 200 The King James Translation retains the mistranslation of Isaiah 7:14 as “virgin,” 
but the more honest Revised Standard Version correctly renders it “young woman.” 

In addition to this, the entire intent of the Old Testament passage has been mutilated by the 
author of Matthew. This is evident to anyone who cares to examine the entire context of Isaiah 
7:14. Taken in its full context (beginning with 7:1), this child is meant to be a sign to Ahaz (King of 
Judah) that he will not be defeated in battle by Pekah (King of Israel) and Resin (King of Syria). 
The birth of this child is reported in Chapter 8 of Isaiah; in no way can it be construed as a 
reference to the future birth of a Messiah, much less the birth of Jesus 750 years later. The author of 
Matthew was very free in ignoring context. (For an interesting sidelight, see II Chronicles 28, 
where Ahaz was conquered in battle despite God’s promise to the contrary.) 

For another astounding prophecy, turn to Matthew 2:15, which refers to Jesus’ alleged flight into 
Egypt to escape Herod’s mass slaughter of children (a slaughter, incidentally, for which there is no 
corroborating historical evidence, even among the writings of the Jewish historian Josephus who 
reported the atrocities of Herod in meticulous detail). 

[Joseph and Jesus] remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what 
the Lord had spoken by the prophet, “Out of Egypt have I called my son.” 


200 Samuel Terrien, The Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. 5, p. 218. 
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Observe the context of this “prophecy,” which was taken from Hosea 11:1: 

When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. 


This passage and those that follow clearly indicate that the “son” refers to Israel during its exodus 
from Egypt (such as in Exodus 4:22, where Israel is again referred to as God’s son). This 
“prophecy” refers to a past event. The author of Matthew, who would have us believe that Hosea 
11:1 predicts a future event, is again very brazen in his distortion. 

These are only two examples out of many similar cases. Time and again, Old Testament passages 
are distorted, misinterpreted and quoted out of context in the attempt to manufacture prophecies for 
Jesus. 

Christians sometimes counter these objections by arguing that the cited Old Testament passages 
have a double meaning: one for the time in which they were written and another long-range, 
esoteric meaning. But this ruse is obviously a feeble attempt to escape critical evaluation. If, when 
we object to an alleged prophecy, the Christian replies that the New Testament writer knew what he 
was doing even if we do not, we then leave the realm of reason and enter the domain of faith. The 
Christian asks us to accept the legitimacy of these prophecies on faith, on the testimony of the 
person who uses them as prophecies. This permits the New Testament writers to extract any Old 
Testament passage at will, distort it beyond recognition, and then claim the sanction of divine 
inspiration. In this event, prophecy is reduced to arbitrary decree and thus loses its argumentative 
impact. 

In addition to distorted prophecies, there are also many mistaken and unfulfilled prophecies in 
the Bible. It is rather embarrassing for Christians to admit that, according to the Bible, Jesus was 
fond of predicting the end of the world as we know it within the lifetime of his followers. For 
instance, Matthew 24:29-34 reads, in part: 

Immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the 
moon will not give its light, and the stars will fall from heaven ... then will appear 
... the Son of man coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory. ... 

Truly, I say to you, this generation will not pass away till all these things take 
place, (Emphasis added.) 


Jesus mistakenly taught that the people of his generation would see the advent of the kingdom of 
God, a teaching that is reflected in many other passages as well. Matthew 4:17 (“Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven is at hand.”) and Mark 9:1 (“Truly I say to you, there are some standing here 
who will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God come with power.”) are typical 
examples. (Cf. Matthew 10:7, 10:23, 16:28, 23:36; Mark 1:15, 13:30; Luke 9:27, 21:32.) 

After the death of Jesus, his followers mistakenly predicted his imminent return. 

Here is a random selection: 


Hebrews 1:2: “... in these last days he [God] has spoken to us by a Son, whom he 
appointed the heir of all things.” 

I Corinthians 7:29: “I mean, brethren, the appointed time has grown very short; 
from now on, let those who have wives live as though they had none. ...” 

I Peter 4:7: “The end of all things is at hand. ...” 

I Peter 1:20: “[Jesus] was made manifest at the end of the times for your sake.” 
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James 5:8: “Establish your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at hand” (Cf. 
Hebrews 9:26, 10:37; I Timothy 6:13-14; I Thessalonians 4:15; 2 Peter 3:12-14; I 
John 2:18; Revelations 1:1, 3:11, 22:7.) 


In conclusion, the Bible shows no traces whatsoever of supernatural influence. Quite the 
contrary, it is obviously the product of superstitious men who, at times, were willing to deceive if it 
would further their doctrines. Some people may wish to revere parts of the Bible as good literature 
or as a source of inspiration and comfort (and even these are questionable), but these have no 
bearing on the veracity of the biblical record. From the standpoint of atheism, any appeal to the 
Bible as evidence of supernaturalism must be dismissed as irrational. 


2 - Miracles 

What is a miracle? Some theists define it as divine intervention in the natural course of events. This 
definition presupposes the existence of a god, and since it requires that one first believe in a 
supernatural being before one can believe in a miracle, it is useless for establishing the existence of 
a god. The Catholic philosopher R.P. Phillips defines a miracle in this manner, and he admits that, 
on this basis, an appeal to miracles lacks argumentative force: 

It would evidently be absurd to argue with an atheist or a thoroughgoing Agnostic 
as to the possibility of miracle. As he does not acknowledge the existence of God, 
to discuss whether God can work miracles would be a waste of time ... unless 
miracles are acknowledged to be possible they cannot be adduced as evidential 
facts, so that the fundamental theses of Natural Theology and of Theism are 
presupposed by the discussion of miracle, and cannot be proved by it. 201 


Another definition of a miracle is any event so unusual that it can be explained only with 
reference to a supernatural power. Thus if we were to observe an exceptionally strange occurrence, 
such as an iron bar floating on water, we might conclude that a supernatural being is at work. 

This kind of argument mistakenly assumes that positing a god somehow explains an unexplained 
event. The theist observes the “floating iron,” thinks, “How amazing! How is it possible?”—and 
then provides himself with the solution: “An unknowable power must be responsible.” But this 
explains nothing. One cannot answer the question, “How is it possible?” with the response, “An 
unknowable being using unknowable means did it.” 

Contrast the preceding approach with that of a rational man. If a scientist observes something that 
he cannot explain in terms of presently known physical laws, he will investigate the matter 
thoroughly to detennine if his interpretation is correct and if he is aware of all relevant factors. If he 
concludes that the phenomenon cannot be explained with reference to presently known scientific 
principles, he will search for a principle that will explain it. And, if he is unsuccessful in this 
attempt, he will simply admit that there is something that he cannot explain within his present 
context of knowledge, something that requires further investigation. Underlying this entire process 
is the knowledge that, since contradictions cannot exist in reality, the presence of a contradiction in 
one’s thinking constitutes proof of an error. The scientist is also aware that this contradiction will 
not disappear by attributing the occurrence to an act of god; he realizes that such an inference is not 
only unjustified, but that it explains nothing, that it is an evasion rather than an explanation. 


01 Phillips, Modern Thomistie Philosophy, pp. 355-356. 
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Since the positing of a god explains nothing, one cannot infer the existence of a god from an 
unusual event as a causal explanation. Regardless of the phenomenon involved, it is never rational 
to jump from the statement, “x is unexplained” to the statement, “Therefore, a supernatural power 
must have caused x.” Explanations, by their very nature, must fall within the realm of natural 
causality. To posit the supernatural as an explanation is to posit the unknowable as an explanation, 
and this is nothing more than an exercise in futility. (The issue of “god” as an explanatory concept 
is discussed in the following chapter.) 

A third definition of a miracle (closely related to the preceding) is any event that cannot be 
subsumed under natural laws. Here, of course, the problem is that one is never justified in claiming 
that a given occurrence falls outside the realm of natural law. Such an assertion, even if it made 
sense, would require omniscience. All that one may say is that an event cannot be explained with 
reference to presently known laws, but this does not mean that the event cannot be explained with 
reference to principles as yet unknown. No man can lay claim to omniscience, and no man can 
claim to possess a non-contextual and unalterable knowledge of all physical laws. While one may 
assert that something is presently unexplained, one may never conclude that something is 
inherently unexplainable. 

This brings us to a crucial point that has not been sufficiently emphasized by critics of the 
supernatural. The controversy between naturalism and supernaturalism is not a contest between two 
rival modes of explanation; it is not a matter of which provides a better explanation. Rather, it is an 
issue of explanation versus no explanation whatsoever. It is an issue of the knowable versus the 
unknowable. 

In order to move from an alleged miracle to the existence of the supernatural, one must move 
from the presently unknown to the forever unknowable. And, for reasons that should already be 
apparent, this inference cannot be justified under any circumstances. The attempt to argue from a 
supposed miracle to the existence of god is thus doomed to failure as a matter of principle. 

Why do people claim to have witnessed miracles? John Hospers has some interesting remarks on 
this subject: 


It is interesting to observe ... that people are quick to accept as a miracle any 
unusual event, or an event that goes contrary to natural probabilities, as long as it 
works in their favor. A hundred people are killed in an airplane accident, but one 
survives. “It’s a miracle!” say the survivor and his family. What the families of the 
non-survivors had to say about the matter is usually not recorded. ... In general, 
people who already have some kind of theistic belief are apt to call miraculous any 
event that is unusual, whose causes they do not fully know, and that works in their 
favor ... what people call a miracle depends very much on what they want to 
believe, more than on what the facts of the case are. 202 


Because our lives lack such colorful events as seas parting, the sun standing still and burning 
bushes that talk, most Christians prefer to discuss miracles recorded in the past. Jesus, for example, 
is reported by a number of people to have performed miracles; so it seems reasonable, at least from 
the Christian viewpoint, to accept the veracity of their testimony. 

Before discussing the philosophical problems involved here, we can make a few general 
observations concerning the purported miracles of Jesus. We should first note that none of the 
Gospel writers were eyewitnesses to the events that they describe, but even if the authors had been 
personal friends of Jesus, their reports would be no more credible. To cast doubt on the 


202 Hospers, An Introduction to Philosophical Analysis, pp. 454-455. 
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trustworthiness of the Gospel writers is not necessarily to impugn their integrity (although this may 
be a factor in some cases); rather, as Thomas Huxley observed, “when we know that a firm belief in 
the miraculous was ingrained in their minds, and was the presupposition of their observations and 
reasonings,” the New Testament writers simply cannot be accepted as reliable witnesses. It is 
doubtful that anyone, even the most devout Christian, actually believes that as mankind advanced 
in knowledge, the frequency of miracles coincidentally tapered off. Stories circulated about Jesus 
after his death, stories not unlike those reported of other men, and the uncritical mind of the early 
Christian saw no particular reason why these stories should be questioned. As man progressed, as 
his thinking became more logical, he became more selective in his beliefs. And, not surprisingly, 
the number of reported miracles diminished. 

The Gospels themselves contain some clues which suggest that the stories of Jesus as a miracle 
worker evolved after his death. For example, the Gospel of Mark reports that when Jesus traveled 
through his native country, “he could do no mighty work there ... because of their unbelief’ (6:5-6). 
These were the people who knew Jesus best, and if they later denied reports of his supernatural 
power, a rejoinder was readily available: these people never saw Jesus perform miracles because 
they lacked faith. 

Another possible indication is the silence that Jesus is reported to have enjoined on some of those 
he cured. For example, after curing a leper, Jesus is said to have done the following: 

And he sternly charged him, and sent him away at once, and said to him, “See that 
you say nothing to any one. ...” (Mark 1:43-44) 


Once again, if rumors of miraculous power circulated about Jesus after his death, and if people 
complained that they were unaware of this power while Jesus was alive, here was an explanation: 
the miracles were u nkn own simply because Jesus had commanded silence. “The silence repeatedly 
enjoined on these occasions,” writes Foisy, “was the explanation, naive enough, but indispensable, 
of why ... [the miracles] had not been heard of before.” 203 

If one compares reports of miracles from the so-called synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark and 
Fuke), one will find that, as one moves from the earlier to the later Gospels, some of the miracles 
become more exaggerated. Consider the following passage from Mark, the earliest Gospel: 

That evening, at sundown, they brought to him all who were sick or possessed with 
demons. ... And he healed many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out 
many demons. ... (1:32-34) 


Now compare the same incident as reported by the two later Gospels, Matthew and Fuke (who 
probably took the original account from Mark and amended it). Here is Matthew: 

That evening they brought to him many who were possessed with demons; and he 
cast out the spirits with a word, and healed all who were sick. (8:16) 


And here is Fuke: 


20j Loisy, Origins of the New Testament, p. 80. 
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Now when the sun was setting, all those who had any that were sick with various 
diseases brought them to him; and he laid his hands on every one of them and 
healed them. (4:40) 


According to Mark, all were brought to Jesus and many were healed; according to Matthew, 
many were brought and all were healed; and according to Luke, all were brought and all were 
healed. The miracle keeps getting better all the time. As A. Robertson observes, “We are 
witnessing the progressive growth of a legend.” 204 

Any alleged miracles that are recorded as history are subject to the same criticisms made at the 
beginning of this discussion. Moreover, the Christian encounters a problem of selectivity. On what 
basis can he believe in the miracles of Christianity and yet deny the reported miracles of other 
religions? How does one distinguish historical miracles that are worthy of belief from those that are 
not? Or, to push the point further, after one has conceded the validity of recorded miracles, how 
does one distinguish historical fact from mythological fancy? 

This brings us to a major objection to historical miracles which was initially presented by David 
Hume in An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding : namely, “that no testimony for any kind 
of miracle has ever amounted to a probability, much less to a proof. ...” Here is a condensation of 
Hume’s argument by Professor Flew: 

The basic propositions are: first, that the present relics of the past cannot be 
inteipreted as historical evidence at all, unless we presume that the same 
fundamental regularities obtained then as still obtain today; second, that in tiying as 
best he may to determine what actually happened the historian must employ as 
criteria all his present knowledge, or presumed knowledge, of what is probable or 
improbable, possible or impossible; and, third, that, since miracle has to be defined 
in terms of practical impossibility the application of these criteria inevitably 
precludes proof of a miracle. 206 


In other words, without rational standards with which to sift nonsense from possible fact, without 
a means to separate the possible from the impossible, there could be no study of history for man. 
And since a miracle, by definition, does not confonn to rational standards, it is absurd to speak of a 
“historical miracle”; it is a contradiction in terms. If one admits the veracity of historical miracles, 
one has abandoned rational guidelines; if one abandons these guidelines, however, one cannot 
speak of anything as being historical? including miracles—since one has destroyed one’s tool of 
discrimination. Therefore, as Hume asserted, “we may establish it as a maxim, that no human 
testimony can have such force as to prove a miracle, and make it a just foundation for any such 
system of religion.”" Such is the inescapable dilemma that theists must face, a dilemma that must 
result from any attempt to “prove” miracles (which means: demonstrate through a process of reason 
the existence of that which, by its very nature, contradicts reason). 

Since no testimony can establish the occurrence of a miracle, any explanation of an event through 
natural means, regardless of how unlikely it may seem, will always have a greater degree of 
probability in its favor than will an appeal to supernatural forces. This principle, which is 


204 Archibald Robertson, The Origins of Christianity (New York: International Publishers, 1954), p. 82. 

205 David Hume, An Inquiry’ Concerning Human Understanding, Essential Works of David Hume, edited by Ralph 
Cohen (New York: Bantam Books, 1965), p. 139. 

206 Flew, God and Philosophy, p. 146. 

■ 07 Hume, Concerning Human Understanding, p. 139. 


125 



George H. Smith - ATHEISM: The Case Against God 


essentially an application of Occams’s razor (the principle of parsimony) to explanation, was 
proposed by Hume: 

When any one tells me, that he saw a dead man restored to life, I immediately 
consider with myself, whether it be more probable, that this person should either 
deceive or be deceived, or that the fact, which he relates, should really have 
happened. I weigh the one miracle against the other; and according to the 
superiority, which I discover, I pronounce my decision, and always reject the 
greater miracle. If the falsehood of his testimony would be more miraculous, than 
the event which he relates; then, and not till then, can he pretend to command my 
belief or opinion. 20s 

Thomas Paine presents this same basic point in a more straightforward manner: 

If... we see an account given of such miracle by the person who said he saw it, it 
raises a question in the mind very easily decided, which is, is it more probable that 
nature should go out of her course, or that a man should tell a lie? We have never 
seen, in our time, nature go out of her course; but we have good reason to believe 
that millions of lies have been told in the same time; it is, therefore, at least millions 
to one, that the reporter of a miracle tells a lie. 209 

We have seen that an appeal to miracles is incapable of demonstrating or in any way supporting 
the belief in a supernatural being. Miracles, as many Christians freely admit, must be accepted as 
articles of faith. And this is where the Christian and the atheist part company. 


Ibid., p. 129 
Paine, Age of Reason, Part I, pp. 63 
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Part Three - The Arguments For God 


To explain the unknown by the known is a logical procedure; to explain the known 
by the unknown is a form of theological lunacy. 

—David Brooks, The Necessity of Atheism 
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VIII. - Natural Theology 


1 - The Final Appeal 

The prospects for the Christian are dim. His deity, wavering between incoherency and agnosticism, 
cannot be rescued by an appeal to faith or revelation. But it is unlikely that the persistent theist will 
surrender at this point. He may admit that the traditional concept of God is nonsense, but insist that 
some supernatural being—regardless of its specific characteristics—can be known to exist through 
reason. There is, he may argue, evidence in nature of a supernatural force, a power that transcends 
natural laws. While we may not know the attributes of this being (and therefore have no clear 
concept of it), we do know that there is some kind of supernatural being, whatever it is. And this is 
what is meant by the word “god.” 

Natural theology attempts to infer the existence of a supernatural being from natural phenomena 
which allegedly cannot be explained within the context of the natural universe itself. Using facts of 
nature as his starting point, the theist attempts to demonstrate the existence of a god without 
recourse to faith or revelation. Reason, it is claimed, is sufficient to establish the existence of a god. 

We have now returned to “god” with a lower case “g.” If valid, the arguments of natural theology 
will verify supematuralism in some form, but they cannot establish the existence of a creature with 
the muddled and contradictory attributes of the Christian God. The best that natural theology can do 
for Christianity is to provide a foundation for rational theism, but it cannot erase the contradictions 
inherent in the Christian notion of God. 

By examining natural theology, we are looking for some evidence, however slight, for the 
existence of a being that exists beyond the framework of the natural world. In other words, having 
dispensed with Christianity specifically, we are now concerned with the grounds for theistic belief 
in general. Are there rational reasons for believing in the existence of any kind of supernatural 
being, regardless of what its specific characteristics may be? If the general arguments for theism 
collapse, atheism—in the widest sense of the term—will be firmly established. 

Natural theology has fallen into disrepute in recent decades, although it does enjoy an occasional 
resurgence. Liberal Protestants concede the invalidity of rational demonstration for a god, but 
Catholics (along with some fundamentalist Protestants) continue to defend natural theology. 
Catholic theology has a rigid philosophic structure based heavily on Aquinas, and to deny the 
validity of natural theological proofs would destroy this structure at its roots. To find a rigorous 
defense of arguments for the existence of a god, one needs only to consult the nearest text on 
Thomistic philosophy. 

Having eliminated any possible escape to faith and revelation, we are now prepared to examine 
the various attempts to construct a rational theism in any form. Unlike many books on religion, this 
discussion of natural theology comes at the end of the chapters dealing with the philosophical 
aspects of theistic belief. This was done with two purposes in mind. First, we were able to eliminate 
Christian theism through an analysis of its concept of God. Since the Christian God is a mass of 
unintelligible characteristics, it is impossible—in principle—rationally to demonstrate its existence. 
The Christian cannot even make sense out of the statement, “God exists,” much less demonstrate 
the existence of this unintelligible being. 
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Second, by debunking appeals to faith and revelation, we have forced the theist to play his game 
solely in the court of reason. Some theists enthusiastically set out to rationally demonstrate the 
existence of god and, when pushed into a corner, fall back on an appeal to faith or revelation. By 
blocking these exits prior to this discussion, we have prevented the theist from utilizing these 
evasive maneuvers. 

Either god stands on reason or he does not stand at all. This basic principle cannot be 
compromised: to surrender it by an inch is to surrender it in total. 

2 - The Conditions of Proof 

Before discussing specific arguments, we must lay some initial groundwork; we must specify some 
general conditions to be met by the theist before he begins his argumentation. 

(a) Arguments for the existence of god cannot contain theistic presuppositions. The theist cannot 
assume as true something that requires demonstration. 

This fallacy (known as “question begging”) is most often encountered among philosophically 
untrained theists. For example, when confronted with an atheist, this believer will exclaim: “But if 
a god doesn’t exist, what caused the universe?” Or: “If you don’t believe in god, how can you 
account for the magnificent design in nature?” 

The fallacy in these questions should be obvious. Granted, if we first admit that the universe 
requires a causal explanation or that the universe exhibits design, then the inference to a first cause 
or master designer follows automatically. But these are not the issues of debate between theists and 
atheists. The question is not, “What is the cause of the universe?” Rather, we must ask, “Does the 
universe require a causal explanation?” Similarly, the question is not, “What is responsible for the 
design in nature?” Rather, we must first ask, “Does nature exhibit design?” 

The failure of the theist to grapple with these basic questions results in immense confusion. God 
is posited as the solution to a metaphysical problem, but no consideration is given to whether a 
problem exists in the first place. The problem is constructed in such a way that any solution in 
natural terms is unacceptable, thus clearing a path for the supernatural. 

To prove a supernatural “first cause,” the theist must demonstrate—not assume—that the 
universe requires a causal explanation. To prove a supernatural designer, the theist must 
demonstrate—not assume—that the universe exhibits design. 

And likewise for any other arguments. Failure to establish these fundamental issues totally 
invalidates any supposed proofs derived from the assumed “problems.” 

(b) The existence of a supernatural being must be decided solely on the basis of evidence and 
arguments; there is no room for an appeal to faith. 

This is essentially the same point made earlier, but it requires special emphasis. Though rarely 
made explicit, there is an undercurrent in some “theistic writing which suggests that the theist 
somehow perceives a force in arguments which is inaccessible to the atheist—and that “faith” is a 
necessary prerequisite for this insight. While the arguments for god may not be strictly valid (and 
therefore will not convince a nonbeliever), the theist argues that one will “see” the force of these 
arguments—the many evidences of god in nature? if one first believes on faith. 

The contemporary philosopher Stephen Toulmin defends an approach similar to this in the 
following passage from Reason in Ethics: 
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The existence of God ... is not something to demand evidence for; nor is the 
sentence, “God exists,” one to be believed if, and only if, the evidence for its truth 
is good enough. The very last question to ask about God is whether He exists. 
Rather, we must first accept the notion of “God”: and then we shall be in a position 
to point to evidences of His existence. 210 


This astonishing passage has disastrous implications. The absurdity of Toulmin’s distinction 
between “evidence for” and “evidence of’ becomes clear if, instead of a debate between a theist 
and an atheist, we imagine a debate between an elf-believer and a nonbeliever. 

Elf-Believer (EB): “There is a magic elf on my head.” 

Skeptic (S): “I don’t see anything.” 

EB: “Of course not, he’s invisible.” 

S: “I don’t feel anything either.” 

EB: “That’s because he is not composed of matter. He’s magic, remember.” 

S: “But why should I even accept your notion of an elf at all? What is your elf like, and what is 
the evidence for its existence?” 

EB: “The existence of my elf is not something to demand evidence for. The very last question to 
ask about my elf is whether he exists. Rather, we must first accept the notion of my invisible elf, 
and then we shall be in a position to point to evidences of his existence.” 

The irrationality of this approach is obvious. In order to function as grounds for belief, evidence 
must precede the acceptance of an idea. It makes no sense to accept the idea first and then search 
for evidence to support it. This is rationalization, not rationality. 

Suppose, for the sake of argument, that the skeptic in our dialogue agrees to accept the notion of 
an invisible elf prior to demanding proof. What would be the nature of “evidences of’ the elf s 
existence? 

S: “All right, I’ll agree to accept your elf in the absence of evidence, but you will have to tell me 
more about him since I don’t even know what I am to have faith in.” 

EB: “My elf is the cause of all rain.” 

S: “What are, as you put it, the evidences of his existence?” 

EB: “Every time it rains you are seeing my elf in action. What more evidence could you ask for?” 

This dialogue is analogous to the theist who uses “evidence” in the same way. He will first ask 
the atheist to accept the idea of god—e.g., a creator of the universe who is responsible for its 
orderliness—and he will then point to the facts that the universe exists and that the universe 
exhibits order. These facts will constitute his “evidences of’ god-evidence that he has defined into 
existence. 

Here we see the consequence (and perhaps the motivation) of insisting that the idea of god be 
accepted prior to the consideration of evidence. This allows the theist to virtually manufacture his 
evidence to meet desired specifications. 

Since’ this style of argumentation displays a felt need to rationalize faith, an analysis of it falls 
more within the province of psychology than philosophy. For the present purpose, the above use of 
“evidence”—or any evidence that claims some privileged status—may be dismissed from serious 


210 Stephen Toulmin, The Place of Reason in Ethics (London: Cambridge University Press, 1961), p. 214. 
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consideration. We shall concern ourselves only with evidence for the existence of a supernatural 
being. If none exists, the atheistic position is fully established. 

(c) A distinction must be drawn between “rational theism” and “rational theists.” The possibility of 
“rational theism” depends solely on the possibility of demonstrating the existence of a supernatural 
being. A “rational theist” is one who is motivated to believe in god because he believes that god’s 
existence can be established through reason. 

The “rational theist” must base his belief on the supposed validity of rational arguments. If these 
arguments are shown to be invalid, he must then relinquish his belief in god. In other words, the 
validity or invalidity of theistic arguments must make a difference to the “rational theist.” 

Many times in the past, before knowing better, I would engage in arguments with theists who 
claimed to have a rational foundation for their belief. After several painstaking hours of pointing 
out flaws in the proposed arguments, I would receive some form of the following comment: “Well, 
it really doesn’t matter if these proofs are invalid, because I have faith in the existence of god 
anyway.” 

The theist who resorts to this approach has no claim to rationality—only to lack of integrity. For 
this believer, any rational demonstration of god would be irrelevant; such demonstration would be, 
so to speak, a happy coincidence, a useful tool against nonbelievers. 

Before discussing any theist’s claim to rationality, the following question must be asked: “If your 
arguments are shown to be incorrect, will you relinquish your belief in god?” If the answer is 
“no”—as it often is—then any further discussion with this person is a waste of time. Any claim to 
rationality or concern with truth is mere pretense on his part, since he is indifferent to the validity 
of his arguments. This, to put it mildly, is hypocrisy. 

Of course, the motivation for offering an argument does not affect the worth of the argument per 
se. A perfectly sound argument may be given for the most insincere or hypocritical reasons. The 
possibility of “rational theism,” therefore, is independent of the existence or non-existence of 
“rational theists.” I have stressed this psychological maneuver of paying lip service to reason only 
as a guideline to sort the sincere from the insincere “rational theists” in specific situations. 

3 - “God” as an Explanatory Concept 

Most arguments of natural theology follow the same basic pattern. Each begins with a natural 
phenomenon—a fact, according to the theist, that requires an explanation. But this fact, he argues, 
cannot be explained in terms of other natural phenomena; therefore, we must posit the existence of 
the supernatural, a realm unrestricted by natural law, as an explanation. 

In this way the theist claims to move from nature, an observed fact of reality, to something that 
lies beyond nature. The concept of the supernatural functions as an explanation; it allegedly 
explains something that cannot otherwise be accounted for. Without the supernatural the natural 
universe (or some aspect of it) is reduced to “mere unintelligible brute fact.” 

The defender of natural theology thus postures as a champion of reason; theism, he maintains, 
explains the universe and places it within the grasp of man’s comprehension. Atheism, on the other 
hand, renders the universe unintelligible. Since the atheist denies the possibility of explaining the 
natural universe, he must content himself with an inexplicable cosmos. 

This portrayal, however, is a reversal of the truth. It is the theist, not the atheist, who denies to 
man the possibility of understanding nature. It is the theist, not the atheist, who renders the universe 
unintelligible. Let us examine this issue in more detail. 
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To state that the universe is intelligible, in this context, means: (a) the universe requires an 
explanation; (b) this explanation is possible for man. To state that the universe is unintelligible 
means: (a) the universe requires an explanation; (b) no such explanation is possible for man. 

The theist claims to adopt the first of these positions, but he actually argues that an explanation of 
the universe, while required, cannot be grasped by man’s consciousness. He therefore reduces the 
universe to unintelligibility. 

Consider the nature of an explanation. An explanation builds a conceptual bridge from the known 
to the unknown, linking the unexplained to the context of one’s knowledge. A new idea must be 
integrated within one’s conceptual hierarchy in order to qualify as knowledge. An idea that cannot 
be so integrated exists in a conceptual vacuum; it cannot be comprehended because one lacks the 
conceptual framework necessary for comprehension. 

The process of explanation consists essentially of integrating a new idea or concept within the 
context of one’s present knowledge. Because men differ with regard to their context and scope of 
knowledge, an explanation is relative to the person seeking it. What is a satisfactory explanation for 
one man may not be satisfactory for another. For example, we simplify our language when 
explaining something to a child in order to compensate for his limited sphere of knowledge. Also, a 
scientist may understand an explanation that explains nothing to a layman who lacks the required 
technical background. An explanation must provide understanding, and one cannot understand 
something that lies beyond one’s conceptual frame of reference. 

While the particulars of knowledge differ among men, all men gain knowledge within one broad 
context: the context of the natural, knowable universe. Removed from this framework, knowledge 
is impossible and explanation is unintelligible. 

Recall that the supernatural cannot be grasped by man’s consciousness. When the theist posits a 
supernatural being, he is not merely positing the presently unknown that may be grasped with a 
greater degree of knowledge. The theist is positing the unknowable, that which is beyond man’s 
comprehension, that which man will never be able to understand regardless of his degree of 
knowledge. Since the supernatural must remain forever outside the context of man’s knowledge, a 
“supernatural explanation” is a contradiction in terms. One cannot explain the unknown with 
reference to the unknowable. 

The theist initially constructs a gap between the universe and man’s knowledge by claiming that 
the universe requires an explanation. Then, by stipulating that this explanation cannot be given in 
terms of natural (i.e., knowable) phenomena, he proclaims that this gap can never be bridged, that 
any attempt to account for the universe within the context of man’s knowledge is doomed to 
failure. Therefore, he argues, we must turn to the supernatural and the unknowable. 

The supernatural, however, does not build a conceptual bridge from the unknown to the known; 
it sabotages not only the bridge, but the very possibility of ever constructing such a bridge. 
According to the theist, we can never link that which requires an explanation (the universe or some 
natural phenomenon) to the context of knowledge available to man. To say that god is responsible 
for the universe is to say that the explanation of the universe is unknowable to man—or, in other 
words, that no explanation is possible. To posit the supernatural explains nothing; it merely asserts 
the futility of explanation. 

Thus the universe, for which the theist originally demanded an explanation, is now admitted by 
this same theist to be beyond man’s comprehension. According to the theist, the universe requires 
an explanation which man can never understand. And this renders the universe unintelligible in the 
full meaning of the term. 
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The atheist does not face this problem. For the atheist, the universe—the totality of existence—is 
a metaphysical primary and, as such, cannot require an explanation. The natural, knowable universe 
provides the context in which all explanations are possible, so to demand an explanation for the 
universe itself is epistemologically absurd. Corliss Lamont, in The Philosophy of Humanism, 
makes this point as follows: 

In specific scientific explanations as well as in ultimate philosophical questions a 
stage frequently ensues when it is profitless to keep on asking “Why?” At such a 
juncture we have to say: “Things are simply constructed this way or behave this 
way.” The speed of light is what it is; the law of gravitation operates as it does; and 
the number of protons and electrons in each type of atom is what it is. In none of 
these instances can an intelligible answer be given as to why. ... In science as well 
as in philosophy, then, we eventually hit rock-bottom in the pursuit of certain 
inquiries. 211 


Since the atheist does not accept the premise that the universe requires an explanation in the first 
place, since he rejects premise (a) stated earlier, he does not contend that the universe (i.e., an 
explanation for its existence) is either intelligible or unintelligible. Rather, he argues that the 
concept of “explanation”—and hence the notion of “intelligibility”—is not applicable to the 
universe as a whole. Man cannot explain the existence of nature, because any attempted 
explanation logically presupposes the existence of nature. If removed from the framework of the 
natural universe, the concept of explanation is stripped of its meaning. The universe does not exist 
for a reason at all; it simply exists. 

Of course, the atheist does believe that the universe is intelligible in another sense—namely, that 
the facts of reality are knowable. And, furthermore, we can explain the existence and actions of 
particular entities with reference to the existence and actions of other entities which act as causal 
antecedents. But all of this occurs within the context of the natural universe. The concept of 
“explanation,” if lifted from this framework, no longer serves any function. 

The theist digs his own hole from which there is no escape. He creates a problem by demanding 
an explanation for the natural universe, but now, having destroyed the context in which explanation 
is possible, he denies to himself the possibility of ever solving his own problem. After asserting that 
the natural universe requires an explanation, the theist goes on to offer an “explanation” in tenns of 
the supernatural, which, by his own admission, man can never understand. 

All arguments of natural theology fail, and though they vary in details, they fail for the same 
basic reason. The structure of each argument entails an inference from the natural to the 
supernatural—which, in tenns of human knowledge, means an inference from the knowable to the 
unknowable. This supposed inference hinges on a single point: that the concept of a supernatural 
being explains the previously unexplained. If these arguments are to be valid, the concept of god 
must serve an explanatory function; it must provide an answer to the problem which it sets out to 
solve. 

As we have seen, however, the concept of god actually negates the possibility of explanation. To 
say that god is responsible for phenomenon x is to say that some unknowable being “caused” x 
through some unknowable means. This obviously is not an explanation; rather, it is a concession 
that, in the opinion of the speaker, phenomenon x is totally inexplicable. 


211 Corliss Lamont, The Philosophy of Humanism 5th ed., rev. (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1965), p. 
124. 
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If a child asks his father how a magician made a dove disappear, and the father replies, “It’s 
magic,” we would hardly accept this as an explanation. Yet the theist attempts the same kind of 
maneuver. To his own question, “How do we explain natural phenomena?” the theist replies, “It’s 
supernatural”—which, when translated, means: “It’s unknowable.” 

Just as “magic” is not an explanation, so the “supernatural” is not an explanation, but is a 
concession that no explanation is possible. Because the concept of god has absolutely no 
explanatory power, it can never be inferred from nature as an explanation for natural phenomena. 
If, as the theist claims, the existence of the universe (or some aspect of it) requires an explanation, 
the positing of a supernatural being does not provide it. 

Because the supernatural is totally lacking in explanatory power, the naturalistic position is 
impregnable, and insufficient appreciation of this point sometimes results in undeserved charity 
toward the theistic position. For example, in his brilliant God and Philosophy, Antony Flew bases 
his atheism on what he calls “The Stratonician Presumption” (after Strata of Fampsacus, circa 269 

B.C.): this is “the presumption that the universe is everything there is; and hence that everything 

212 

which can be explained must be explained by reference to what is in and of the universe.”" 

In other words, as Flew explains in An Introduction to Western Philosophy, “all the phenomena 
of the universe can and must be explained without reference to any principle or principles in any 

91 T 

sense ‘outside’, or ‘beyond.’ ” 

Thus far I am in complete agreement with Flew, but in defending his position, he writes: 

The reason why atheist naturalism must have at least this initial priority over theism 
is that it is the more economical view. The theist as such postulates more than the 
atheist; and, in consequence, the onus of proof must rest on him. 214 


This is, Flew explains the application of Occam’s razor to the controversy between naturalism 
and supernaturalism. Naturalism has the edge because it provides the simpler, more economical 
explanation of the two. Thus: 

natural theology will surely have to accept the Stratonician Presumption as its 
starting-point. Of course in so doing it will be accepting this only as a defensible 
presumption, and one which it aims by its own arguments to defeat. 215 


Again, in God and Philosophy, Flew writes of his Stratonician Presumption that it is “defensible 
of course by adverse argument.” This is where I must take issue. Flew is quite right in insisting 
that the natural universe must constitute the starting point of our inquiry, and he is correct in 
pointing out that the burden of proof falls solely on the theist. But Flew is wrong, or at least 
misleading, when he grants to theism the theoretical possibility of gaining a foothold by dislodging 
naturalism through argumentation. There is no such possibility, even in principle. 

Naturalism has the priority over supematuralism, not because it is the more economical of two 
explanations, but because it is the only framework in which explanation is possible. Returning to 
the point that was made earlier in our discussion of miracles: the contest between naturalism and 

212 Flew, God and Philosophy, p. 193. 

2L ' Antony Flew, An Introduction to Western Philosophy (Indianapolis and New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Co., Inc., 
1971), p. 181. 

214 Ibid., p. 183. 

215 Ibid., p. 182. 

216 Flew, God and Philosophy, p. 69. 
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supernaturalism is not a battle between two rival modes of explanation, in which naturalism is 
selected because it is a better or more economical mode of explanation. Rather, naturalism is 
selected because it is the only possible method of explanation. Naturalism is the only context in 
which the concept of explanation has meaning. 

Once the theist removes himself from the framework of natural causality and the general 
principles or “laws” by which man comprehends the universe, he forfeits his epistemological right 
to the concept of explanation and precludes the possibility of explaining anything. In the following 
two chapters, we shall examine some arguments for the existence of a god, and we shall see how 
the concept of god fails to explain the very problems for which it is posited. The theist 
manufactures pseudo-problems that he challenges the atheist to solve, and that, in the final analysis, 
the theist himself is unable to solve. 

It has been said that few people doubted the existence of god until philosophers attempted to 
prove it. In considering the forthcoming arguments, we shall understand why. 
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IX. - The Cosmological Arguments 


Cosmology is the branch of philosophy that deals with the origin and structure of the universe. A 
cosmological argument attempts to demonstrate the existence of god by applying philosophical or 
scientific principles to a basic fact of the universe—a fact, it is claimed, that cannot be explained 
without reference to a supernatural being. Three cosmological arguments are commonly used 
today: the first-cause argument, the contingency argument, and the entropy argument. 

1 - The First Cause Argument 

The first-cause argument is perhaps the most popular of the cosmological proofs. It has been used 
extensively by theologians of all denominations, as well as by laymen. Considering the wide 
attention that this argument has received, and considering the many times that it has been refuted in 
the past, it seems repetitious to discuss it here. But the first-cause argument has survived, complete 
with ambiguities and fallacies, which makes it necessary to refute it once more—hopefully for the 
last time. 

The first-cause argument has two major variations. As used by many theists, especially laymen, 
the first-cause argument serves to defend the idea that “In the beginning God created the heavens 
and the earth.” Although philosophy is not sophisticated enough to demonstrate a six-day 
creation—or to prove that the omnipotent deity, apparently weary, “rested on the seventh day from 
all his work which he had done”—we can, claims this theist, at least demonstrate, philosophically, 
that a creation occurred. There was a “beginning” when god caused the universe to exist. 

According to this version of the first-cause argument, we must posit a temporal first cause, i.e., a 
first cause in time. In considering a causal sequence extending over a period of time, we must 
finally reach a first cause—an uncaused cause that started everything going. 

A more detailed statement of this argument is the following: Every existing thing has a cause, 
and every cause must be caused by a prior cause, which in turn must be caused by a still prior 
cause, and so on, until we reach one of two conclusions: (a) either we have an endless chain of 
causes—an infinite regress, or (b) there exists a first cause, a being that does not require a causal 
explanation. 

According to this argument, an infinite regress of causes is impossible. Without a first cause, 
there could be no second cause; and without a second cause, there could be no third cause, and so 
on ad infinitum. We would then reach the absurd conclusion that nothing presently exists. But since 
things do exist, we must reject an infinite regress and conclude that a first cause exists, a cause 
which we call “god.” (With slight alterations, this argument may be used to “prove” the existence 
of a first cause of motion or a first cause of change. However, these are simply variations of a basic 
theme and do not merit separate consideration.) 

This causal argument rests on two main assumptions: that the universe as a whole requires a 
causal explanation, and that we cannot provide an adequate explanation within the context of the 
universe itself. Therefore, we must posit a transcendent first cause, a being that transcends natural 
cause-effect relationships. 
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Since the universe is not causally self-sufficient, we need to reach beyond the universe to account 
for the basic fact of the universe: the fact that it exists. If the atheist denies the existence of a 
supernatural being, how can he explain the existence of the universe? Surely it cannot just 
“happen” to exist; there must be a causal explanation. 

Before we discuss the supposed mystery of existence, it is necessary to make some preliminary 
remarks concerning this argument. 

(1) Even if valid, the first-cause argument is capable only of demonstrating the existence of a 
mysterious first cause in the distant past. It does not establish the present existence of the first 
cause. On the basis of this argument, there is no reason to assume that the first cause still exists— 
which cuts the ground from any attempt to demonstrate the truth of theism by this approach. 

This objection alone demolishes the temporal version of the causal argument, but it is not the 
only objection that can be raised in this context. For example, this argument cannot establish that 
the first cause was (or is) alive, nor can it establish that the first cause was (or is) conscious. And an 
inanimate, unconscious god is of little use to theism. 

In fact, even if we were to accept this argument, the most that it can possibly demonstrate is that 
something has existed which is itself uncaused. And as one philosopher has pointed out, 
“somebody believing in the eternity of atoms, or of matter generally, could quite consistently 
accept the conclusion.” 217 

(2) The theist may object to this last remark, claiming that not only must there be a first cause, but 
this first cause cannot be part of the natural universe. The universe does not explain the reason for 
its own existence, but a supernatural first cause does provide us with an explanation. This 
transcendent first cause, therefore, explains the previously unexplained. 

Assuming for the moment that the universe requires a causal explanation, does the positing of a 
first cause provide us with that explanation? How does the concept of god function as an 
explanatory concept in this instance? A supernatural first cause, a god, supposedly caused the 
universe to exist. Consider the nature of this “explanation.” Does it provide one with a conceptual 
grasp of the issue being considered? Does it provide a causal explanation in any meaningful sense? 
No, it does not. 

To posit god as the cause of the universe still leaves two crucial questions unanswered: What 
caused the universe? How did it cause the universe? To say that a god is responsible for the 
existence of the universe is vacuous without knowledge of god’s nature and the method used in 
creating existence. If god is to serve as a causal explanation, we must have knowledge of god’s 
attributes by virtue of which he has the capacity to create matter from non-existence, and 
knowledge of the causal process involved in creation, by virtue of which god is designated as a 
cause. 

If, as the theist asserts, the existence of the universe requires a causal explanation, the positing of 
a transcendent first cause or god does not provide us with this explanation. The theist’s solution 
consists of saying: An unknowable being using unknowable methods “caused” the universe to snap 
into existence. This, remember, is offered as an explanation, as a rational solution to an apparent 
problem. This is supposed to resolve one’s intellectual doubts about the mystery of existence. 

To say that god caused the universe to exist is to argue that man can never comprehend the 
existence of the universe. The theist demands a causal explanation of the universe and then fails to 


17 Paul Edwards, “The Cosmological Argument,” The Cosmological Arguments, edited by Donald R. Burrill (New 
York: Anchor Books 1967) pp 101-102. 
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provide an explanation. Even if a supernatural being did exist, the “problem” of existence would be 
as puzzling as before. After all, how did it create existence from non-existence? “Somehow” is not 
an explanation, and “through some incomprehensible means” is a poorer explanation still. The 
theist is trapped in a dilemma of his own making—the “mystery” of existence—and he must 
confront an unintelligible universe. 

(3) Are the premises of the first-cause argument true? Does the universe require a causal 
explanation? 

In considering the causal argument as a whole, one contradiction immediately stands out. The 
first premise of this argument states that everything must have a cause, and the conclusion asserts 
the existence of an uncaused supernatural being. But if everything must have a cause, how did god 
become exempt? Professor John Hospers points out the contradictory nature of the first-cause 
argument: 

... the causal argument is not merely invalid but self-contradictory: the conclusion, 
which says that something (God) does not have a cause, contradicts the premise, 
which says that everything does have a cause. If that premise is true, the conclusion 
cannot be true; and if the conclusion is true, the premise cannot be. Many people do 
not at once see this because they use the argument to get to God, and then, having 
arrived where they want to go, they forget all about the argument ... if the 
conclusion contradicts its own premise, we have the most damning indictment of an 
argument that we could possibly have: that it is self-contradictory. 218 

In The Necessity of Atheism, David Brooks makes a similar criticism: 

By predicating a First Cause ... the theist removes the mystery a stage further back. 

This First Cause they assume to be a cause that was not caused and this First Cause 
is God. Such a belief is a logical absurdity, and is an example of the ancient custom 
of creating a mystery to explain a mystery. If everything must have a cause, then 
the First Cause must be caused and therefore: Who made God? To say that this 
First Cause always existed is to deny the basic assumption of this “Theory.” 

Moreover, if it is reasonable to assume a First Cause as having always existed, why 
is it unreasonable to assume that the materials of the universe always existed? To 
explain the unknown by the known is a logical procedure; to explain the known by 
the unknown is a form of theological lunacy. 219 

The contradiction in the causal argument stems from its basic flaw: its demand for a causal 
explanation of the universe, the totality of existence. 

When one asks for the cause of something, whether it be an entity or event, one is asking for the 
entity or action of an entity (prior event) that caused it. Causal explanation is possible only within 
the context of existence. Nathaniel Branden writes: 

Within the universe, the emergence of new entities can be explained in terms of the 
actions of entities that already exist. ... All actions presuppose the existence of 
entities—and all emergences of new entities presuppose the existence of entities 
that caused their emergence. All causality presupposes the existence of something 
that acts as a cause. To demand a cause for all of existence is to demand a 

" 18 Hospers, An Introduction to Philosophical Analysis, p. 431. 

219 David M. Brooks, The Necessity of Atheism (New York: Freethought Press Association, 1933), pp. 102-103. 
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contradiction: if the cause exists, it is part of existence; if it does not exist, it cannot 
be a cause. ... Causality presupposes existence, existence does not presuppose 
causality. ... Existence—not “God”—is the First Cause. 220 


This passage demonstrates that the causal argument drops the epistemological context that gives 
meaning to the concept of causality. “What caused the universe?” is an absurd question, because 
before something can act as a cause, it must first exist—i.e., it must first be part of the universe. 
The universe sets the foundation for causal explanation and cannot itself require a causal 
explanation. 

The primacy of existence is illustrated in science by the principle that matter can neither be 
created nor destroyed. J. S. Mill hinted at the above objection to the causal argument when he 
stated that, “As a fact of experience ... causation cannot legitimately be extended to the material 
universe itself, but only to its changeable phenomena. ...” Chapman Cohen, a noted English 
atheist, commented that discussing causality outside the context of the universe “is like discussing a 

999 

bird’s flight in the absence of an atmosphere.” 

The universe, then, has always existed and always will exist. Some theists find this difficult to 
accept, and they argue that god makes the universe easier to understand. Yet, while the theist 
complains of difficulty accepting the notion of an eternally existing universe, consider his 
alternative. We must conceive of a supernatural, unknowable, eternally existing being, and, 
moreover, we must conceive of this being creating matter from the void of non-existence. It is 
strange that those who object to the idea of eternal matter display little difficulty in accepting the 
creation of something out of nothing. While the idea of an eternal universe may be initially difficult 
for some people to assimilate, the theist’s alternative is an exercise in fantasy. 

Until the theist is able to discuss causality in terms of non-existence, his demand for a cause of 
the universe will remain nonsensical—and he will be unable to escape the contradictory nature of 
the causal argument. 

(4) Where does the atheist stand on the possibility of an infinite regress of causes? Is such a thing 
possible? 

To clarify this issue, it is helpful to distinguish between a “first cause” and a “causal primary.” A 
first cause, in the context of the present discussion, refers to being which is uncaused, but which 
caused the universe to exist at some point in time. For reasons already presented, this notion is 
logically absurd. 

A causal primary, on the other hand, is the metaphysical basis for the concept of causality. It does 
not require explanation, because it makes explanation possible; it is the basis of all causal 
interactions. Existence, the causal primary, is presupposed by all causal processes—all motion and 
change—and therefore must be regarded as existing eternally. 

While there must be a causal primary for there to be causality, there is no need for a first cause in 
time. There is no reason why a succession of changes cannot proceed infinitely into the past. As 
long as we remember that existence had no beginning in time, there is no problem in grasping that 
change, a natural corollary of existence, had no beginning as well. 


220 Nathaniel Branden, The Objectivist Newsletter, Vol. 1, No. 5 (May 1962), p. 19. 

" 21 Mill, Theism, p. 13. 

222 Chapman Cohen, Materialism Restated, 2nd ed., rev. (London: Pioneer Press, 1938), p. 138. 
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But, the theist may argue, without a first cause of change, there would be no second cause, third 
cause, or presently existing causes. But since causal processes are presently occurring, there must 
have been a first cause in time. 

This rejoinder is partially correct. Without a first cause, there cannot be a second cause, third 
cause, and so on. In other words, without a first cause, we cannot assign a numerical designation to 
each causal process. This does not entail, however, that causal interactions could not presently 
exist. 

In order to assign a numerical designation (such as second, tenth, one thousandth) to any causal 
process, one must presuppose the existence of a first cause. After all, to call something the tenth 
cause means that there were nine causes preceding it, so there must have been a first cause in this 
series. Consequently, this tactic, since it relies on the prior acceptance of a first cause, must be 
rejected as blatant question begging. 

From the fact that causal series extend infinitely into the past, it follows that we cannot assign 
sequential numbers to each causal process. But it does not follow from this that causality cannot 
occur. The issue of numerical designations is irrelevant to causality. 

In the final analysis, the temporal version of the first cause argument must be rejected as 
muddled, contradictory and, at times, simply irrelevant. The case for rational theism must look 
elsewhere for support. 

2 - The Sustaining First Cause 

A second version of the first-cause argument, though not generally used by laymen, is popular 
among philosophical theists (and Thomists in particular). These theists do not maintain that an 
infinite regress of temporal causes is impossible; indeed, even Aquinas conceded the philosophical 
possibility of an eternally existing universe. These theists defend another kind of causal argument, 
one that views causality in a hierarchical sense. 

According to this argument, god is not the cause of the universe in the sense that a father is the 
cause of his son, because the present existence of the son does not depend on the continued 
existence of the father. The father may die, but the son will remain—just as, if a first cause in time 
ceased to exist, the universe would remain. 

This argument contends that god is the cause of the universe in the same way that “the activity of 
the pen tracing these words on the page is here and now dependent on the activity of my hand, 
which in turn is here and now dependent on other factors.” - We must posit a sustaining first 
cause, a being who acts as a kind of metaphysical underpinning for existence. The universe is 
presently dependent on this cause; if the cause ceased to exist, so would the universe. 

This conception of causality will seem foreign to anyone not versed in the metaphysics of 
Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas, so it is best to allow the proponents of this argument to speak for 
themselves. Here is part of the formulation by Aquinas: 

In the world of sense we find there is an order of efficient causes. There is no case 
known (nor indeed, is it possible) in which a thing is found to be the efficient cause 
of itself, because in that case it would be prior to itself, which is impossible. Now 
in efficient causes it is not possible to go on to infinity ... if in efficient causes it is 
possible to go on to infinity, there will be no first efficient cause, neither will there 
be an ultimate effect, nor any intermediate efficient causes, all of which is plainly 


223 Copleston, Aquinas, p. 122. 
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false. Therefore it is necessary to admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone 
gives the name of God. 224 

This argument begins with the observation that “there is an order of efficient causes.” This is the 
premise on which the argument depends. In explaining the meaning of “order” as Aquinas uses it, 
F.C. Copleston writes: 

... when Aquinas talks about an “order” of efficient causes he is not thinking of a 
series stretching back into the past, but of a hierarchy of causes, in which a 
subordinate member is here and now dependent on the causal activity of a higher 
member. ... 

We have to imagine, not a lineal or horizontal series, so to speak, but a vertical 
hierarchy, in which a lower member depends here and now on the present causal 
activity of the member above it. It is the latter type of series, if prolonged to 
infinity, which Aquinas rejects. And he rejects it on the ground that unless there is a 
first member, ... a cause which does not itself depend on the causal activity of a 
higher cause, it is not possible to explain the ... causal activity of the lowest 
member. 

... Suppress the first efficient cause and there is no causal activity here and now ... 

The word “first” does not mean first in the temporal order, but supreme or first in 
the ontological order. 225 


Because of its complex Thomistic background, this argument is rather difficult to discuss in a 
nontechnical manner. The interested reader may consult other sources if he wishes to pursue it at 
length. We shall discuss only a few general points. 

(1) This argument avoids a major pitfall of the temporal causal argument. If the premises are true, 
and the conclusion validly follows, the theist has established the present existence of a first cause— 
something the previous version was incapable of. 

Not all of the previous problems have been surmounted, however. Even if valid, this causal 
argument cannot demonstrate the existence of a living, conscious being, so it is of limited value at 
best. 

(2) A major problem with this argument, put simply, is understanding it. What does it mean to say 
that there is a hierarchical structure of causes existing in the universe? 

Aquinas is of no help here. After carefully examining the original intent of this argument, 
Anthony Kenny concludes that Aquinas believed in an intimate correlation between the activity of 
the “heavenly bodies” and the activity of man. Man is inexorably intertwined, so to speak, with the 
rest of the universe. Therefore, the causal series on which Aquinas based his argument “is a series 
whose existence is vouched for only by medieval astrology.” Whereas other cosmological 
arguments begin with facts about the universe, this one, asserts Kenny, “starts from an archaic 
fiction.” 226 

Despite this medieval framework, however, modern theologians have attempted to salvage the 
causal argument. A common illustration of hierarchical causality (similar to one suggested by 


224 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, First Part, Q. 2, A. 3. 

225 Copleston, Aquinas, pp. 122-123. 

226 Anthony Kenny, The Five Ways (New York: Schocken Books 1969) p. 44. 
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Aquinas) is a hammer in the process of driving a nail into a block of wood. Here we have series of 
causal interactions—the arm moving the hammer, the hammer driving the nail, etc.—and without a 
starting point of motion, an apex of the series, none of the subordinate causes would occur. 

It is not at all clear how this illustration (or any similar to it) is supposed to apply to the universe. 
The causal series in this example tenninates with the man who is holding the hammer, and there is 
no indication that any similar series permeates nature. At this point, some theologians appeal to the 
interdependence of natural phenomena. Here is an example from Modern Thomistic Philosophy by 
R. P. Phillips: 


... life is dependent, inter alia, on a certain atmospheric pressure, this again on the 
continual operation of physical forces, whose being and operation depends on the 
position of the earth in the solar system, which itself must endure relatively 
unchanged. 227 


This example is of no help. While it is true that there is causal interdependence among various 
aspects of the universe, this interdependence can be explained solely with reference to causal 
processes extending across a span of time. Moreover, this causal interdependence always occurs 
within the context of the natural universe, whereas the theist wishes to move from the natural to the 
supernatural. Matter and energy are the basic constituents of the natural universe—the framework 
in which causal dependence occurs—but the theist wishes to make these components themselves 
causally dependent upon some supernatural agency. This is a far cry from an illustration that 
appeals to common facts about the universe. 

Finally, in explaining the meaning of a hierarchical series of causes, James Ross has suggested 
the following: 


... in a stack of bricks the one which holds up the top one exercises its causality in 
holding the top one where it is only by virtue of the fact that the bricks under it are 
holding it up, and so on down through the whole stack. Such an ordering of 
causality is an essential ordering. 228 


This illustration is more successful than the previous attempts. Here we do have a structure of 
causal relationships in which each cause (i.e., each brick) depends on the existence of a previous 
cause (i.e., a lower brick). Unless there were a first brick, a foundation for the series, the stack 
would collapse. 

While this example clarifies the notion of hierarchical causality, it has no applicability to the 
natural universe. If the universe consisted of solid chu nk s of matter, each resting against the next, 
then this analogy might serve some purpose. Perhaps we could infer a basic brick of the universe, 
and perhaps we would choose to call this brick “god.” In the context of the present universe, 
however, the above illustration is useless. 

Antony Flew correctly notes that the hierarchical first-cause argument retains its superficial 
persuasiveness only as long as we “continue to think in the familiar terms of temporally successive 
li nk s in causal chains. ...” 229 After we remove the concept of causality from this context, we cannot 
assume that there is an “order” of causes in the universe. The theist must demonstrate, not assume, 


227 Phillips, Modern Thomistic Philosophy, p. 284. 

~ 28 Ross, Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, p. 30. 
229 Flew, God and Philosophy, p. 88. 
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that such an order exists. Before he can accomplish this, however, he must explain what he means 
by hierarchical causality. If we are told that Atlas supports the world on his shoulders and thereby 
“sustains” it, we at least get a rough idea of what is meant by “sustains.” But when the theist tells us 
that god sustains the universe, or when he tells us that god is the first cause of a mysterious 
hierarchy, we are not presented with an intelligible explanation of the subject being discussed. 

(3) Like all cosmological proofs, this first-cause argument attacks the primacy of existence. 
According to the theist, the continuing existence of the natural universe requires a causal 
explanation, and he offers “god” as his explanation. We have already discussed the inability of 
“god” to function as an explanatory concept, so there is no need to repeat it here. Similarly, this 
argument shares the same basic flaws as the previous first-cause argument: the premise, which 
states that everything must have a sustaining cause, contradicts the conclusion, which posits an 
uncaused god. If the theist has no difficulty accepting an uncaused god, why does he complain 
when asked to accept an uncaused universe? There is absolutely no evidence to suggest that the 
natural universe is in any way dependent upon some supernatural agency. On the contrary, the 
concept of causality makes sense only within the context of the natural universe, and to demand a 
cause of the universe is nonsensical. 

The argument for a sustaining first cause is similar in many respects to the so-called contingency 
argument for the existence of god. Thus, many of the forthcoming comments concerning the 
contingency argument will pertain to the present discussion as well. 


3 - The Contingency Argument 

The contingency argument is generally considered to be the most sophisticated of the cosmological 
proofs for the existence of a god. Its structure is similar to the causal argument, but it attempts to 
establish the existence of a “necessary being” rather than a first cause. 

The classical statement of the contingency argument—the third of the “Five Ways” of Aquinas— 
is so drenched in Thomistic metaphysics that the modern reader often finds it difficult to 
understand. Because there are technical problems entailed by Aquinas’s presentation, we shall 
consider a simplified version of this argument. In a celebrated debate with Bertrand Russell, the 
Catholic philosopher F.C. Copleston summarized the contingency argument as follows: 

First of all... we know that there are at least some beings in the world which do not 
contain in themselves the reason for their existence. For example, I depend on my 
parents, and now on the air, and on food, and so on. Now, secondly, the world is 
simply the real or imagined totality or aggregate of individual objects, none of 
which contain in themselves alone the reason for their existence. ... since objects or 
events exist, and since no object of experience contains within itself the reason of 
its existence, this reason, the totality of objects, must have a reason external to 
itself. That reason must be an existent being. Well, this being is either itself the 
reason for its own existence, or it is not. If it is, well and good. If it is not, then we 
must proceed farther. But if we proceed to infinity in that sense, then there’s no 
explanation of existence at all. So, I should say, in order to explain existence, we 
must come to a being which contains within itself the reason for its own existence, 
that is to say, which cannot not-exist. 230 


230 Bertrand Russell and F. C. Copleston, “A Debate on the Existence of God,” The Existence of God, edited by John 
Hick (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1964), pp. 168-169. 
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Copleston is clearly searching for an “explanation of existence.” According to his argument, 
nothing within the natural universe is capable of explaining its own existence; nothing exists 
necessarily. Rather, everything within the universe depends on something else for its existence; 
everything is contingent. But, he argues, if we are to explain the fact of existence, we cannot be 
content with an infinite series of contingent beings. Instead, we must posit the existence of a being 
who exists independently of all other beings, a being who exists necessarily, a being who cannot 
not-exist. 


... if there were no necessary being, no being which must exist, and cannot not- 
exist, nothing would exist. ... Something does exist; therefore, there must be 
something which accounts for this fact, a being which is outside the series of 
contingent beings. 231 


The contingency argument echoes the familiar strain of the cosmological arguments: Why 
existence rather than non-existence? When Russell objected to the contingency argument on the 
basis that “the concept of cause is not applicable to the total,” and, therefore, “the universe is just 
there, and that’s all,” Copleston replied, “Why something rather than nothing, that is the 
question.” 232 

As we have seen, this last question is epistemologically absurd. If one drops the context of 
existence, one abandons the possibility of explanation. The question “Why?” demands a causal 
explanation, and the concept of causality presupposes something that acts as a causal agent. 
Copleston’s question is loaded with theistic presuppositions; to grant it legitimacy is to concede 
that existence is not a causal primary. Yet, this is the central issue. How can the theist hope to make 
sense of causality divorced from existence? 

The contingency argument thus shares the fallacy common to all cosmological arguments: it 
ignores the context, the conceptual framework, from which the concepts of “explanation” and 
“causality” derive their meaning. These concepts have no meaning if removed from the context of 
existence, and the theist’s demand for a cause or explanation of the universe reduces to nonsense. 

It is interesting to examine the methodology employed by Copleston in the contingency 
argument. Is he claiming, as an experienced fact, that the universe is contingent upon something 
else for its existence? This appears to be the case when he states that “at least some beings in the 
world ... do not contain in themselves the reason for their existence.” Copleston then offers the 
dependency of man as an illustration of contingency, which presumably can be verified by any 
impartial observer. Yet, just a few sentences later, Copleston states that “no object of experience 
contains within itself the reason of its existence.” He has made a transition from specific instances 
to a generalization without any attempt to justify this move. 

While we do observe the causal dependency of specific entities within the universe, we do not 
observe a similar dependency with regard to matter itself. We do not observe the creation or 
annihilation of matter, so the claim that the universe as a whole is contingent cannot be supported 
by factual evidence. On the contrary, empirical evidence points to matter as a metaphysical 
primary, which cuts the ground from under any attempt to establish the contingency of the universe 
by empirical means. 


231 Ibid., p. 189. 

232 Ibid., p. 175. 
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Copleston argues that, because specific entities within the universe depend upon other factors for 
their existence, the universe as such—the totality of existence—must also depend upon something 
else, namely, a “necessary being.” If we add up a number of contingent entities, the sum total—the 
universe—must also be contingent. 

However, Copleston has not established that everything within the universe is dependent upon 
something else. On the contrary, the existence of matter is unconditional—there is nothing else for 
it to depend on. The contingency argument is made plausible only by the ambiguity when we say 
that something has ceased to exist. 

It is true that man would cease to exist if the Sun moved away from the Earth, but this does not 
mean that man would collapse into non-existence, that the constituent elements of his body would 
completely disappear. Rather, the chemical composites that fonn the entity “man” would 
decompose, and the functions of this entity (such as respiration and consciousness) would cease to 
exist. Functions of the human body cannot exist apart from the body, and the sustenance of man’s 
body depends upon the fulfillment of specific conditions (such as food and temperature). When we 
say that a man ceases to exist, we mean that a particular molecular composition and its 
corresponding attributes no longer exist. We do not mean that the material components of the entity 
man disappear into non-existence. 

At the risk of sounding Aristotelian, we may say that the entity “man” represents a certain form 
of existence, and this fonn is contingent upon causal conditions; but the substance of man, the 
irreducible atomic constituents that comprise man, do not depend upon anything. They do not risk 
disappearance, nor do they exist because something else exists; they simply exist. 

A major flaw in the contingency argument lies in its artificial dichotomy between necessary and 
contingent existence. To say that something exists contingently makes sense only within the sphere 
of volitional action. So, for example, we might say that a building exists contingently, meaning 
that, if certain men had decided to act differently, the building would never have been constructed. 
With this exception, however, the idea of contingent existence has no application. Everything exists 
necessarily. 233 

In using the distinction between necessary and contingent existence as part of his argument, the 
theist smuggles in a crucial premise. He assumes that there are, in effect, two kinds of existence: 
deficient and sufficient. He then argues that the universe is metaphysically deficient, that it does not 
exist necessarily, so we must infer the existence of a transcendent necessary being. Thus, in his 
original distinction between necessary and contingent existence, the theist assumes beforehand that 
natural existence requires an explanation. 

In using the necessary-contingent dichotomy in his argument, the theist is asking that a major 
point of controversy be conceded to him without argument. If the dichotomy is challenged, the 
contingency argument can go nowhere. If one rejects the notion of contingent existence (in the 
sense here described), there is no reason to posit a transcendent, necessary being. As Copleston puts 
it, “if one refuses even to sit down at the chess-board and make a move, one cannot, of course, be 
checkmated,” 234 


233 Some philosophers object to the contingency argument on the basis that necessity and contingency, properly 
considered, apply to propositions, not to beings. Thus, they claim, while it makes sense to speak of a proposition as 
necessarily or contingently true, it makes no sense whatever to speak of a being as necessary or contingent. A full 
discussion of this issue, however, as well as a thorough critique of the contingency argument, would eventually resolve 
itself into a discussion of “logical possibility”—and this issue is far too complex for the present discussion. In briefest 
essence, when I say that everything (except the products of volitional choice) exists necessarily, I mean that, given the 
natural forces of causality, no alternatives are, in fact, possible. And where there are no alternatives, we have necessity. 

234 Copleston, Aquinas, p. 128. 
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Finally, we should mention the underlying dogma of the contingency argument: the so-called 
“principle of sufficient reason.” According to this principle, there must be a sufficient reason, an 
explanation, for the existence of everything. Many theists accept this principle as axiomatic, 
claiming that it is an essential ingredient of rationality. But nothing could be further from the truth. 
The “principle of sufficient reason” is false; not everything requires an explanation. As repeatedly 
emphasized, the natural universe sets the context in which explanation is possible, so the concept of 
explanation cannot legitimately be extended to the universe as a whole. Even the advocate of 
sufficient reason cannot adhere to this principle consistently: after applying it to the universe, the 
theist attempts to offer god as an exception to the principle, usually under the guise that god is his 
own sufficient reason for existing. But if god can be his own sufficient reason, there is no basis on 
which to argue that the universe cannot likewise be its own sufficient reason, in which case there is 
no need to posit god in the first place. 

This discussion has touched on only a few objections to the contingency argument, but since the 
preceding remarks are adequate to point out its ambiguities and its theistic presuppositions, there is 
no need to belabor minor details. The contingency argument is among the most confusing and 
irrational of the alleged proofs for god. More than any other, it explicitly attacks the primacy of 
existence. And this opens the door for epistemological chaos. 

4 - The Entropy Argument 

Entropy, a word coined by the German physicist Rudolf Clausius (1822-1888), refers to the 
unavailability of energy in a closed system (i.e., a system that does not pennit the escape or transfer 
of energy). The units of entropy are calories per degree Celsius, arrived at, roughly, by dividing the 
heat energy of a system by the temperature of the hottest object in the system. More simply, 
entropy pertains to the degree of randomness or disorganization is a closed system; maximum 
entropy would be a state of perfect equilibrium. 

Since the latter part of the nineteenth century, some theologians and physicists have used the 
entropy concept coupled with the Second Law of Thermodynamics as a kind of modern 
cosmological argument for the existence of a god. Briefly, the Second Law of Thermodynamics 
states that, in a closed system, entropy tends toward a maximum; there is an increase in 
randomness, a tendency toward equilibrium and, consequently, a decrease of available energy. 

For example, heat is caused by the movement of molecules; the faster the average movement of 
the molecules, the hotter the object. If a hot object is brought into contact with a cold object, there 
will be a transfer of heat from the hot object to the cold object caused by the collision of molecules. 
As the faster molecules collide with the slower ones, there is an overall leveling of the temperatures 
as the faster molecules decrease in velocity and the slower molecules increase in velocity. The net 
result of this will be an equalization of temperatures as the two objects approach equilibrium. This 
is called an increase in entropy. 

Clausius proposed a forerunner of the entropy argument when he predicted the eventual “heat- 
death” of the universe, which asserted (in the words of Arthur Koestler) “that the universe is 
running down like clockwork affected by metal fatigue, because its energy is being steadily, 
inexorably degraded, dissipated into heat, until it will finally dissolve into a single, shapeless, 
homogeneous bubble of gas of uniform temperature just above absolute zero, inert and motionless. 

„235 


235 Arthur Koestler, The Ghost in the Machine (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1967), pp. 197-198. 
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Since, according to this view, the universe is “running down,” it was only a matter of time until 
someone suggested that the universe must have been “wound up,” energetically speaking, at some 
time in the past. And who did the winding? It is at this point that we have god, the great energy 
winder, thrust upon us as an explanation. “The universe as we know it, by the aid of modern 
science,” writes David Trueblood, “could not have originated without the action of a creative 
Source of energy outside itself. ...” Therefore, “Science, instead of undermining belief in God, 
today becomes the first witness.” 236 

A recent statement of this argument was made by John Robbins in The Intercollegiate Review. 

... if the existence of the eternal personal transcendent God is denied, then there is 
no alternative but to maintain that the material universe has existed infinitely 
backwards in time, and will exist infinitely forwards. ... But if the physical universe 
has existed for an infinite amount of time, there could be no order, no complexity, 
nothing except evenly distributed atoms in space. Infinite time, coupled with the 
Second Law of Thermodynamics, must yield infinite randomness, i.e., zero 
organization. There could certainly be no stars and planets, and most certainly no 


Two fallacies are obvious in this argument, even to the person unfamiliar with physics. First, 
Robbins wishes to make some mysterious creature responsible for a primordial state of minimum 
entropy, from which he claims the universe is now running down. But even if this were true, how 
does Robbins arrive at the dubious attributes of eternal, personal and transcendent? At best, the 
entropy argument is capable only of demonstrating the existence of some primitive energy source, 
and this source need bear no resemblance to the Christian God. 

Second, Robbins, like most advocates of the entropy argument, is inconsistent. Is the Second 
Law of Thermodynamics an inexorable law of nature? Yes, according to Robbins, because it “has 
never been contradicted.” Never? Then what prevented his eternal, personal and transcendent god 
from suffering a gruesome heat-death? If the Second Law is not applicable to god, it is not 
inexorable. If this is so, on what grounds can the theist assert that the Second Law applies to the 
entire universe and cannot, under any circumstances, be contradicted? 

The universe has not “run down”; on this, theists and atheists can agree. Thus, the question 
arises: “Why?” The theist, true to the style of primitive man who explained lightning by inventing a 
lightning god, posits an anti-entropic god. Rather than re-examine his application of the Second 
Law of Thermodynamics, the theist prefers to argue that it applies without exception—and he then 
posits an exception to it as an explanation. But positing god, for this or any other problem, is not an 
explanation. It is an evasion, and a poor one besides. If the theist cannot solve the entropy problem, 
a simple “I don’t know” would be much more honest. 

Reconciling the Second Law of Thermodynamics with the present state of the universe is not as 
hopeless as theists like to pretend. To begin with, the Second Law is a statement of statistical 
probability, and there is nothing inherently contradictory in supposing that a closed system can 
decrease in entropy or fluctuate between increasing and decreasing entropy states. But this 
probability, while metaphysically possible, is extremely unlikely, so it is usually ignored in 
practical applications. 


236 Trueblood, The Philosophy of Religion, p. 105. 

237 John W. Robbins, “Conservatism versus Objectivism,” The Intercollegiate Review, Vol. 6, no. 1-2 (Winter 1969- 
1970), p. 44. 
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More importantly, however, the Second Law pertains only to closed systems, which, according to 
many physicists, renders it inapplicable to the universe as a whole. 

Professor Grunbaum, a physicist, writes: 

An inherent limitation on the applicability of the ... entropy concept to the entire 
universe lies in the fact that it has no applicability at all to a spatially infinite 

universe. 238 


Professor E. A. Milne, commenting on another physicist’s acceptance of the heat-death thesis, 
writes: 


Jeans’s own studies in the realm of the second law of thermodynamics were all 
concerned with the kinetic theory of gases, in which the specimen under discussion 
is supposed walled around in a finite vessel; and to such systems the notion of a 
heat-death is applicable. But by no means is the same result to be predicted of the 
whole universe. 239 


Finally, according to Landau and Lifshitz, authors of Statistical Physics : 

... in the general theory of relativity the universe as a whole must be regarded not as 
a closed system, but as one which is in a variable gravitational field. In this case the 
application of the law of increase of entropy does not imply the necessity of 
statistical equilibrium. 240 


Since the concept of entropy can be defined only with reference to closed systems, it cannot 
legitimately be applied to the universe as a whole. The theist takes a scientific principle derived 
from a specific context, and attempts to shift this context in order to manufacture a need for god. In 
the name of science, the theist posits a “god of the gaps,” a god who allegedly fills in the gaps of 
human knowledge. But gaps of knowledge eventually close, leaving god without a home. 

The entropy argument is a cosmological argument draped in scientific jargon—but an invalid 
argument, even when presented in scientific terms, is still invalid. 


238 Adolf Grunbaum, Philosophical Problems of Space and Time (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1963), p. 262. 

239 E. A. Milne, Sir James Jeans: A Biography (Cambridge: The Cambridge University Press, 1952), p. 165. 

240 L. D. Landau and E. M. Lifshitz, Statistical Physics (London: Pergamon Press Ltd., 1958), p. 29. 
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X. - The Design Arguments 


The label “design argument” includes a family of arguments which differ in details, but which 
share a common approach: each attempts to infer the existence of a divine intelligence, a master 
planner, from alleged evidences of planning in nature. If it can be shown that nature exhibits 
design, we must conclude that nature had a designer with intelligence and immense power. And 
this seems to be an excellent candidate for a god. 

The design argument has more appeal than the cosmological proofs, probably because it seems 
more straightforward and forceful at first glance. If we accept the premise that the universe displays 
planning, the inference to a master designer follows with irrefutable logic (unlike the premise of the 
first-cause argument where, even if we accept the basic premise of existence—which we must? the 
inference to a first cause does not follow automatically). 

Of course, the problem with any version of the design argument is that the theist must 
demonstrate that the universe displays intelligent planning. This is the crux of the argument, and 
this is what needs to be proven. For this reason, the so-called argument from design is perhaps 
better described, as Antony Flew suggests, as the argument to design—i.e., as an argument to 
demonstrate the presence of design in the first place. 

We shall now examine three common versions of the design argument, and we shall see how 
each argument totally fails to make its case. 

1 - The Teleological Argument 

The teleological argument (from the Greek telos meaning “end” or “goal”) attempts to establish 
that natural entities act in such a way as to achieve ends or goals, and that these ends cannot be the 
result of blind chance. Therefore, we must conclude that these entities fall under the direction of an 
intelligence, god, who prescribes these ends, just as human beings prescribe ends on a lesser scale. 
A succinct statement of this argument is found in the classic formulation by Thomas Aquinas: 

We see that things which lack knowledge, such as natural bodies, act for an end, 
and this is evident from their acting always, or nearly always, in the same way, so 
as to obtain the best result. Hence it is plain that they achieve their end not by 
chance, but by design. Now whatever lacks knowledge cannot move towards an 
end, unless it be directed by some being endowed with knowledge and intelligence; 
as the arrow is directed by the archer. Therefore some intelligent being exists by 
whom all natural things are directed to their end; and this being we call God. 241 


Aquinas follows the metaphysics of Aristotle in many respects, but this argument runs against the 
grain of Aristotle’s thought. While Aristotle applied the idea of final causation (i.e., explanation in 
terms of ends) to nature, he regarded these ends as inherent in nature, rather than as being imposed 
by an external agent. According to Aristotle, each entity tends to develop in the direction of its 
natural end—such as with an acorn which, under a given set of circumstances, will naturally grow 


' 11 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, First Part, Q. 2, A. 3. 
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242 

into an oak tree. “ For Aquinas, however, the fact that acoms continue to grow into oaks, the fact 
that nature exhibits regularity, constitutes evidence of divine guidance. Apparently, without the 
assistance of god, nature would degenerate into chaotic randomness. 

(1) Let us grant the premises of this argument and see where it leads. Order is exhibited in nature; 
order requires a designer; therefore, god exists. Surely, the wondrous regularity of nature—where 
acoms grow into trees and planets revolve around the sun—cannot be the result of mere chance. 
There must be a master planner at work. 

It is now up to the theist to answer the question: Who designed god? Surely, nothing as complex 
and intricate as a supernatural intelligence can be the result of mere “chance.” Therefore, there must 
be a super-designer who designed god. But a super-designer would require a super-super-designer, 
and so on ad infinitum. Thus, by the premises of the teleological argument, we are led to an infinite 
series of transcendental designers—a “solution” that leaves much to be desired. If an orderly 
universe requires explanation, the positing of a god does not provide it. 

(2) According to Aquinas, natural bodies “act for an end” in the sense that, given the same 
circumstances, they will always act in the same way. (His statement that they “obtain the best 
result,” aside from being irrelevant, is simply false. Do the bacteria which cause malaria, typhoid 
and other diseases “obtain the best result”—For whom?) 

The crux of the teleological argument—and its fundamental error—lies in the assumption that 
order presupposes conscious design (where “order” refers to the regularity in nature). This is 
demonstrably false. It is true that order exists in the universe, that there is regularity in nature, that 
entities will behave in the same way under the same circumstances—but it is not valid to infer from 
this the existence of any master designer. On the contrary, order is simply the manifestation of 
causality, and causality is a derivative, a logical corollary, of the Law of Identity. 

To exist is to exist as something, and to be something is to possess specific, determinate 
characteristics. In other words, every existing thing has identity: it is what it is and not something 
else. To say that something has determinate characteristics is to say that it has a limited nature, and 
these limits necessarily restrict its range of possible actions. The nature of an entity determines 
what it can do in a given set of circumstances. In An Introduction to Logic, H.W.B. Joseph writes: 

... to say that the same thing acting on the same thing under the same conditions 
may yet produce a different effect, is to say that a thing need not be what it is. But 
this is in flat conflict with the Law of Identity. A thing, to be at all, must be 
something, and can only be what it is. To assert a causal connection between ‘a’ 
and V implies ‘a’ acts as it does because it is what it is; because, in fact, it is ‘a.’ So 
long therefore as it is ‘a,’ it must act thus; and to assert that it may act otherwise on 
a subsequent occasion is to assert that what is ‘a’ is something else than the ‘a’ 
which it is declared to be. 243 


It is a mistake to confuse “order” with “design.” If there is design in nature, there must be a 
designer, but the same is not true of order. Order does not presuppose an orderer; it is simply 
entailed by the nature of existence itself. 


242 See John Herman Randall, Jr., Aristotle (New York: Columbia University Press, 1962), pp. 225-238. beyond the 
scope of the present discussion. My point here is one of primacy. In other words, does morality serve man, or must man 
serve morality? I would defend the former, whereas religious moral codes characteristically defend the latter. 

243 Missing Footnote. 
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(3) Exactly what does the theist imagine the universe would be like if it was not guided by a master 
planner? What would a disordered universe be like? What would an acorn do?—grow into a stone, 
perhaps, and then into a theologian? If an acorn did grow into a stone, it would have to possess 
qualities radically different from what we now designate by the term “acorn,” in which case it 
would cease to be an “acorn” in any meaningful sense. 

Once we accept the fact of existence, we must also accept the fact that things are what they are 
(identity), and that they behave as they do in virtue of what they are (causality). The theist’s choice 
between chance and design is a false alternative. Because the order of nature is not a result of 
planning, it does not follow that it is the consequence of mere “chance.” Metaphysically speaking, 
there is no such thing as “chance.” Occurrences do not “just happen” inexplicably, without causes. 
We speak of “chance” when we are unaware of all relevant factors, such as when we say that the 
result of a coin toss is a matter of chance. But this simply means that, within one’s context of 
knowledge, the outcome of the toss is unknown. Nevertheless, causal conditions are at work, and if 
we were armed with the necessary knowledge—such as the velocity, height and angle of the toss— 
a prediction of the result would be possible. The concept of “chance” is epistemological, not 
metaphysical. 

The real alternative facing us in the design argument is between natural necessity and 
supernatural caprice. According to the naturalist, the universe exhibits order because order is one 
aspect of existence; the two are inseparable. According to the theist, the universe is inherently 
unstable and chaotic, but god, an unknowable being, somehow glues it together using unspecified 
and unknowable means. Once again, the choice between naturalism and supernaturalism is a choice 
between reason and magic. 

It is interesting to observe that if an event appears to contravene the order of nature, the theist is 
the first to proclaim that a natural law has been violated and that this miraculous event is evidence 
of a supernatural influence. Yet this same theist will appeal to the presence of order and natural law 
as evidence for god as well. If nature is not uniform, this proves the existence of god. If nature is 
uniform, this also proves the existence of god. Whichever way we turn, god gets the credit, which, 
of course, is remarkably convenient for the theist. In the typical style of theology, all exits are 
covered, contrary evidence is defined out of existence, and the theist is insulated from attack. This 
is a clear case of eating one’s cake and having it, too. 

In the final analysis, the teleological argument has everything backwards. An orderly universe is 
precisely one in which there is no room for supernatural influence; to admit the existence of order 
is to eliminate the need for a god. When the French astronomer Laplace was asked by Napoleon 
why he did not mention God in his writing, Laplace answered, “Sire, I have no need of that 
hypothesis.” And neither does anyone else. 

If acorns start growing into theologians, or if women begin turning into pillars of salt, then we 
may wish to hypothesize about a supernatural influence. But until such time as nature becomes 
hopelessly unintelligible and unpredictable, we need look no further than nature itself for 
explanations. 

2 - The Analogical Argument 

The analogical argument from design consists of drawing an analogy between natural objects and 
man-made artifacts. According to the theist, both of these display the intricate adjustment of 


151 



George H. Smith - ATHEISM: The Case Against God 


various parts, so we are justified in supposing that the natural objects, like the man-made artifacts, 
are the product of conscious design. 

This argument is often associated with William Paley (1743-1805), who popularized it with his 
famous example of a watch. Suppose, he argues, that one were to find a watch on the ground. How 
would one go about detennining its origin? 

... when we come to inspect the watch, we perceive ... that its several parts are 
framed and put together for a purpose, e.g., that they are so formed and adjusted as 
to produce motion, and that motion so regulated as to point out the hour of the day; 
that, if the different parts had been differently shaped from what they are, of a 
different size from what they are, or placed after any other manner, or in any other 
order, than that in which they are placed, either no motion at all would have been 
carried on in the machine, or none which would have answered the use that is now 
served by it. 

... the inference, we think, is inevitable, that the watch must have had a maker; that 
there must have existed, at some time, and at some place or other, an artificer or 
artificers, who formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to answer; who 
comprehended its construction, and designed its use . 244 

Paley extends this illustration to the natural universe, which he contends must also have been 
designed by a master intelligence. 

... every indication of contrivance, every manifestation of design, which existed in 
the watch, exists in the works of nature; with the difference, on the side of nature, 
of being greater and more, and that in a degree which exceeds all computation. 24 ^ 


Many objects are commonly appealed to as evidence of design in nature, the most popular of 
which is the human or animal eye. The eye is immensely complex, and each of its many 
components must function in unison with other components in order to produce vision. With this 
intricate adjustment of parts, we have the adaptation of means to the end of vision. Therefore, 
concludes the theist, we must infer the existence of a designer, just as we did in the case of the 
watch. Similarly, when we observe the many elaborate structures and adaptations in nature as a 
whole, we must conclude that nature itself is the product of intelligent planning. The blind forces of 
nature cannot explain such wonders. 

(1) A number of weak objections have been made against this argument. Some philosophers point 
out that this argument, even if valid, does not establish the existence of only one designer, so it may 
be used with equal force to prove polytheism. Of course, since our concern is only with the truth of 
theism generally (i.e., the existence of one or more gods), this criticism is irrelevant. 

Philosophers have also maintained that the analogical argument, if valid, only establishes the 
existence of a master designer, not necessarily an omnipotent creator (such as the God of 
Christianity). But this objection misses the point. In most cases, the analogical argument does not 
even purport to establish the existence of an omnipotent creator (especially as used by modern 
theologians). The primary purpose of the design argument is to establish that the universe is not 
causally self-contained, that we must look to a supernatural power as an explanation for natural 
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phenomena. To criticize this argument on the grounds that it proves only a designer, not a creator, 
is a concession, not a criticism. 

A similar objection with more to recommend it is that the analogical argument, if valid, does not 
necessarily point to the existence of a supernatural being. It is possible that the designer is a natural 
creature with superior capacities, in which case the design argument would be incapable of 
crumbling the naturalistic premise. And, strictly speaking, the designer would not be a “god.” (See 
Chapter 2.) 

Finally, it has been suggested that the analogical argument cannot establish the present existence 
of a master designer. Few exponents of the design argument maintain that god personally 
supervises each natural occurrence. Rather, god is said to have directed natural forces in such a way 
that they continue to operate on their own accord. On this basis, however, there is no reason to 
suppose that the master designer is still alive; he may have died some time ago (just as a machine 
may continue to function long after its manufacturer has died). 

(2) An interesting sidelight to this argument is the fact that the objects or events which are offered 
as evidences of design are always things which man considers good or desirable. As W.T. Stace 
explains: 


The argument never selects as proving design those complicated trains of causes 
which produce blindness in some persons or animals; or the causes which produce, 
not life, but death. If a city is wrecked by a tidal wave and thousands of its 
inhabitants are drowned, or any other train of events produces a human disaster, 
such cases are never chosen as instances which prove design. 

But it is obvious that the causes in such cases are just as complex as are the causes 
which produce valuable things, and that they co-operate with one another and are 
adjusted to one another to produce the effects which they do produce. ... Why then 
are not the evil things chosen as showing design as well as the valuable things ? 246 


Most theists assume that the analogical argument, if valid, works in their favor by demonstrating 
the existence of a benevolent deity. But, as Stace points out, if we admit the desirable aspects of 
nature as products of design, we must also admit the undesirable aspects of nature as products of 
design. And this puts the theist in a difficult position How can he justify a god who purposefully 
inflicts natural disasters upon man? The theist who accepts this design argument must confront the 
problem of evil head-on (see Chapter 3). The master designer could very well be a demon or 
mischievous elf. 

(3) Paley’s design argument is open to a number of more serious objections. To begin with, what 
does the theist mean when he says that both natural and man-made objects display the adaptation of 
means to ends? What does the theist mean by “end”? 

If, by “end,” the theist is calling our attention to the regularity in nature, if he is pointing to the 
uniform behavior of natural entities, then he is simply pointing to examples of identity and 
causality which, as previously indicated, are necessary corollaries of existence. There is no 
argument here; everything, whether man-made or natural, is subject to identity and causality. These 
characterize all of existence, not merely artifacts. So while it is true that artificial and manufactured 
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objects share the characteristic of resulting in certain ends (in the sense here described), this is 
irrelevant to whether or not they are the product of conscious intent. 

What else might the theist mean by “end”? One basic alternative remains. He may wish to make 
“end” synonymous with “purpose.” When he claims that natural objects display the adaptation of 
means to ends, he may mean that various aspects of nature cooperate in pursuit of a given purpose. 
But this is flagrant question begging. It is precisely the existence of purpose in nature that the theist 
must demonstrate, so he obviously cannot appeal to the “purpose” in nature as one of his premises. 

This brings us to a fundamental objection. The inferential process represented in the design 
argument is the reverse of what actually occurs. We conclude that a watch is the result of design, 
not because we see “that its several parts are framed and put together for a purpose,” but because 
we know by direct experience that watches are made by men. We do not, as Paley insists, infer that 
a watch is man-made because we perceive design in it; rather, we infer that a watch is designed 
because we know it is man-made. As Professor Wallace Matson points out in his excellent critique 
of the design argument: 

Proponents of the design argument take it for granted that the properties according 
to which we judge whether or not some object is an artifact, are accurate 
adjustment of parts and curious adapting of means to ends. But this is not the way 
we judge, even provisionally, whether something is an artifact or not. This is clear 
from our being able to tell whether something is an artifact without knowing what it 
is for or whether its parts are accurately adjusted . 247 


According to Matson, if human visitors on another planet were searching the surface for objects 
indicating the existence of intelligent life, they would look, not for purpose as such, but for 
“evidences of machining, materials that do not exist in nature, regular markings, and the like.” 248 
Similarly, if an archaeologist wishes to determine whether an unknown object is a primitive ax or 
merely a rock, he does not do so by “determining whether the object can serve a purpose; he looks 
instead for those peculiar marks left by flaking tools and not produced by weathering.” 249 In other 
words, in order to conclude that an object was designed, we must first establish that it was 
manufactured. Therefore, in order to conclude that the natural universe was designed, we must first 
establish that it was manufactured by an intelligent being. 

It is here that the defender of the design argument faces his most serious problem. How can he 
demonstrate that the natural universe was in some way manufactured by an intelligent being? Only 
one way is open to the theist: he must first demonstrate the existence of an intelligent designer, and 
then—and only then—he can assert that the universe is the product of design. In other words, one 
must first know that a god exists before one can say that nature exhibits design. And this renders 
the design argument useless for proving the existence of a god. 

The theist will undoubtedly object to his last claim. After all, he may argue, there are many cases 
where we can have knowledge of design without having prior knowledge of a designer. For 
instance, suppose that we discovered ancient ruins on another planet; this would convince us that 
intelligent life existed at one time on this planet. Here we begin with designed artifacts, the ancient 
ruins, and infer the previous existence of intelligent designers. It seems absurd, then, to claim that 
we cannot establish the presence of design in nature without prior knowledge of god’s existence. 
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This objection ignores an important difference between evidence of design on another planet and 
evidence of design in the universe as a whole. We would recognize ruins on another planet only 
insofar as those ruins resembled, at least to some extent, the methods of man. And our ability to 
recognize man-made characteristics depends on our ability to identify characteristics that are not 
found in nature. If, for example, a man was to design an object which looked like a natural rock in 
every respect, then, while this object would in fact be the product of design, another person could 
not tell this from merely examining the rock. As far as he is concerned, this rock is a product of 
nature. The closer the resemblance between a designed artifact and a natural object, the more 
difficult it is to detennine that the artifact is in fact a product of design. 

We see, therefore, that the characteristics of design stand in contradistinction to the 
characteristics of natural objects. Thus, if objects on another planet bear marks that are not usually 
found in nature, we might conclude that these objects were designed by an intelligent being. 

Now consider the idea that nature itself is the product of design. How could this be 
demonstrated? Nature, as we have seen, provides the basis of comparison by which we distinguish 
between designed objects and natural objects. We are able to infer the presence of design only to 
the extent that the characteristics of an object differ from natural characteristics. Therefore, to claim 
that nature as a whole was designed is to destroy the basis by which we differentiate between 
artifacts and natural objects. Evidences of design are those characteristics not found in nature, so it 
is impossible to produce evidence of design within the context of nature itself. Only if we first step 
beyond nature, and establish the existence of a supernatural designer, can we conclude that nature 
is the result of conscious planning. 

To repeat: unless the theist first proves the existence of a god, there is no way, in principle, by 
which he can demonstrate that the universe exhibits design. Knowledge of god must precede 
knowledge of natural design, so the design argument has no possibility of success. Appeals to 
complex and intricate structures, such as the eye, are of no help; the eye does not display 
characteristics that cannot be accounted for in natural terms, and the similarity between the eye and 
man-made artifacts is irrelevant. Natural and man-made objects also share the common trait of 
coloration, but this is no reason to suppose that there exists a master painter-dyer. Paley’s design 
argument must be rejected as a total failure. 

3 - The Argument from Life 

The argument from life is the modern, scientific version of the design argument. It is based on the 
improbability of life originating from the random movement of atoms. Since, it is claimed, the 
chance occurrence of the right combination of atoms needed to form even the simplest of living 
organisms is so remote, life is probably the result of intelligent planning. Theists sometimes use the 
analogy of an explosion in a print factory creating the Encyclopedia Britannica to illustrate the 
improbability of life originating from non-intelligent causes. 

(1) This argument falls prey to what has by now become a familiar difficulty: it assumes that, if life 
needs explaining, the positing of a god provides that explanation. But this, of course, explains 
nothing. If god himself is in any sense alive, then he must also be the result of conscious design by 
a super-god—and so on into our familiar regress. 

(2) Most calculations of the probability of life occurring without planning, completely ignore the 
hierarchical and integrative nature of life. Matson, commenting on one such calculation, writes: 
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... the only thing really proved, granting the calculations, is the fantastic 
improbability of any protein molecule ever having come into existence all at once 
as the result of the simultaneous combination of its simple atomic constituents. But 
no ‘materialist’—at least, none since the fifth century B.C.—ever dreamed of 
anything of this sort . 250 


The complex compounds that make life possible are not the result of a sudden combination of 
atoms (as the print factory example would lead us to believe); rather, they are the result of many 
intermediate steps and synthesizing processes. Thus, calculations that place the probability of life at 
fantastic odds can tend to be misleading. 

(3) The argument from life again presents us with the false alternative between design and chance. 
Surely the arrangement of atoms into protein molecules is not a matter of chance, argues the theist, 
so there must be design. In fact, there is neither; we have with life what we have with every other 
natural phenomenon: natural causes operating according to natural necessity. If the theist insists 
that, natural necessity notwithstanding, the existence of life in the universe is extremely 
improbable, we can grant him this assertion for the sake of argument before discussing the issue of 
probability. Life may be an extraordinarily unusual occurrence, but what does this prove? Only that 
an extraordinary occurrence has taken place. 

(4) The basic error of this argument lies in its devious use of probability. In a celebrated defense of 
the argument from life, Lecomte du Nouy explains his application of probability: 

... let us define what is understood by the probability of an event: it is the ratio of 
the number of cases favorable to the event, to the total number of possibilities, all 
possible cases being considered as equally probable . 251 


This last phrase is the key; all cases within the realm of logical possibility are considered equally 
probable. Since the particular arrangement of atoms needed to produce life is only one among many 
millions of possible arrangements, argues du Nouy, the odds against life are almost infinitely 
overwhelming, and we must conclude that life is the product of conscious design. 

Consider the implications here. According to this use of probability, every event in the universe, 
when compared with the endless variety of possible alternative events, becomes almost infinitely 
improbable. W.T. Stace describes the consequences of this view: 

A man walking along a street is killed by a tile blown off a roof by the wind. We 
attribute this ... to the operation of blind natural laws and forces, without any 
special design on the part of anyone. Yet the chances against that event happening 
were almost infinite. The man might have been, at the moment the tile fell, a foot 
away from the spot on the sidewalk on which the tile fell, or two feet away, or 
twenty feet away, or a mile away. He might have been at a million other places on 
the surface of the earth. Or the tile might have fallen at a million other moments 
than the moment in which it did fall. Yet in spite of the almost infinite 
improbability of that happening, we do not find it necessary to suppose that 
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someone threw the tile down from the roof on purpose. We are quite satisfied to 
attribute the event to ... the operation of natural forces . 252 


Consider another example. When it rains, the probability that a particular raindrop will fall 
exactly as it does is, according to du Nouy’s use of probability, extremely slight. There are endless 
ways in which a raindrop may fall, if we consider each possibility as equally probable. Must we 
then believe in the existence of a rain god, who directs each drop? Does the alleged improbability 
that a raindrop falls as it does constitute evidence of intelligent planning? 

Such an argument for a god of rain is nonsensical, but it is essentially the same as the argument 
for a god of life. If we regard every conceivable arrangement of atoms at any given moment as 
equally probable, then the “probability” of life is extremely unlikely. But, on this basis, the 
probability of every occurrence in the universe is also extremely small. The “chance” combination 
of atoms needed to form a simple rock is extremely unlikely, when contrasted with the billions of 
different “possibilities” open to these atoms. Is it not miraculous that, out of endless possibilities, 
billions of atoms come together in exactly the right way so as to produce a glob of dirt? Surely, 
therefore, we must posit a rock god, or a dirt god, to explain such intricate and complex structures. 

When applied correctly, the notion of statistical probability can be useful, but du Nouy’s 
application of probability, the application on which the argument from life depends, is absurd. Life 
is a natural phenomenon, the product of natural forces, and there is no reason whatever to posit a 
god as the source of life. Life is an extremely complex phenomenon, but so are most natural 
phenomena. Nature itself is complex, and man has expended tremendous time and energy in an 
effort to probe its mysteries. As man acquires more knowledge, fewer mysteries remain—and life 
has long ceased to be regarded by scientists as an inexplicable occurrence. 
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Part Four - God - The Practical Consequences 


When I was a child, I spake as a child, 1 understood as a child, 1 thought as a child 
but when I became a man, I put away childish things 

—Paul of Tarsus, I Corinthians 13:11 (King James Version) 
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XI. - Ethics, Rationality, and Religion 


1 - Introduction 

Among the many myths associated with religion, none is more widespread—or more disastrous in 
its effects—than the myth that moral values cannot be divorced from the belief in a god. Perhaps 
the most common criticism of atheism is the claim that it leads inevitably to moral bankruptcy; and 
perhaps the strongest psychological bond to religion is the conviction, held implicitly by many 
people, that to abandon theism is to abandon morality as well. 

This identification of ethics with religion has no basis in fact, and few theologians care to defend 
such a position explicitly. It functions, instead, as a kind of underlying assumption, apparently in 
the hope that if it goes unstated, it will also go unchallenged. However, not only are religion and 
ethics distinct spheres, but a theological approach to ethics, a moral theory based on divine will, is 
inimical to human life and happiness—and thus negates the foundation of rational ethics. In this 
chapter and in the one that follows, we shall examine the basic form of religious morality, as well 
as its specific content as manifested in Christianity. And we shall see how it is profoundly anti-life, 
especially in terms of its psychological effects. 

This discussion is not intended to be an exhaustive study of ethics, nor is it intended to be a 
complete analysis of religious morality and its many implications. The focus here is on a particular 
aspect of ethics and religion, an aspect that, in my opinion, has been generally neglected by 
philosophers: the relation between moral principles and human motivation. More specifically, we 
shall discuss two divergent approaches to ethics, the rational and the religious, and we shall see 
how each approach functions in human life and in the attainment of happiness. 

When discussing the practical effects of religion, many atheists concentrate on the historical and 
sociological impact of religious doctrines, such as those of Christianity. These critics point out, and 
justifiably so, that many Christian beliefs have left disaster in their wake. Some effects are obvious, 
such as the atrocities of various Inquisitions, whereas others are more subtle, such as the role of 
Christianity in perpetuating an alliance between church and state. And, of course, we have intense 
opposition from some religious factions to the legalization of victimless crimes, such as abortion, 
drug use, prostitution and pornography. These issues, however, are covered thoroughly in other 
sources, and they shall not concern us here. 

I am concerned, not with the social impact of religious morality, but with its personal impact 
upon the individual believer, an impact registered in terms of happiness and psychological health. 
As any person raised in a religious background can attest, religious training has a profound 
psychological influence—and I believe this influence to be overwhelmingly detrimental. 

Some clarification may be necessary at this point. I am not recommending atheism as the key to 
happiness, nor am I suggesting that atheists are necessarily happier than theists. It would be 
fortunate if the attainment of happiness were that simple, but it is not. Abandoning the belief in god 
may have very little influence on a person’s life one way or the other, and it is clear that atheists are 
just as capable of moral atrocities as are theists. And it is equally clear that atheism is no safeguard 
against misery, anxiety and neurosis. 

It is necessary to distinguish between the mere belief in a supernatural agency which, 
theoretically speaking, may have little psychological influence, and the belief in a system of 
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doctrines structured around this supernatural being which, more often than not, claims a heavy 
psychological toll. Few theists are able to disassociate their belief in god from their other beliefs, 
particularly in the area of ethics. Christianity, to take an obvious example, entails a wide range of 
doctrines touching on areas crucially important to human life. The God of Christianity is not an 
impersonal abstraction; he is intimately involved in human affairs. He offers a scheme of salvation, 
promulgates moral commandments, and threatens punishment for disbelievers. Christianity is more 
than theistic belief; it is a way of life. It offers a view of the universe, man’s role in the universe, 
and the requirements for human well-being—thereby impinging on ethics and psychology. 

If it is true that Christian doctrines are largely harmful, then atheism is conducive to happiness 
insofar as it removes definite obstacles to happiness. Repeating a theme from Chapter 1, atheism, 
while not a guarantee of happiness, is capable of clearing the way for the attainment of happiness. 
Rejecting the Christian view of sex, for instance, can have dramatic psychological consequences, 
but it does not insure that one will experience a rewarding sexual relationship. Similarly, rejecting 
the general approach of Christianity to moral principles can eradicate a major source of guilt and 
self-doubt, but it does not insure that one will be a happy, confident person. 

To put this issue in a slightly different way, atheism, as such, is not an answer to anything, but it 
provides a general context in which answers are possible. Atheism provides one with a clean slate, 
in effect, and what one does beyond this point is entirely a matter of choice. But under no 
circumstances should atheism be regarded as a cure-all or as an escape from personal 
responsibility. 

It should also be stressed that the following discussion of religious morality is not an attempt to 
dispose of religion through psychological analysis. I am not suggesting, as did Freud, that the belief 
in a god stems from the longing for a father image; nor am I suggesting, as have other 
psychologists, that religious belief represents a kind of neurosis. Such generalizations, even if they 
have some basis in fact, are invariably guilty of oversimplification. Moreover, they are irrelevant 
with regard to the truth of theism and Christianity. Our primary concern is not with the various 
motives for belief in theism and Christianity, but with the consequences of these beliefs once they 
are accepted. 

Finally, in response to the severe criticisms of religious morality and Christianity that follow, 
many people may feel that the overall picture is unbalanced. After all, they may argue, there must 
be some good things to say about religious morality and Christianity. If there are, however, I have 
been unable to find them. While some teachings of Christianity appear to have benevolent 
implications, this benevolence disappears when they are considered within the context of their 
wider ethical framework. It is doubtless possible to find something good to say, in an extremely 
narrow sense, about any ethical system, especially concerning some of its precepts. For instance, 
most moral systems advocate honesty over deceit, but this does not necessarily provide a strong 
point in favor of an ethical theory. Similarly, most ethical theories advocate some notion of 
benevolence and good-will among men, but the mere use of a tenn such as “benevolent” does not 
guarantee that the theory is, in fact, benevolent. 

Considered in terms of its basic approach and precepts, Christian ethics must be condemned in its 
entirety. This is not to omit the possibility that it may have some good things to say occasionally 
and that it has had a constructive influence at certain times in history (although, in most cases, the 
reverse has been true). Rather, to condemn Christian ethics as a whole is to say that, as an ethical 
system—i.e., as a system of principles to guide man’s choices and actions—it totally fails to 
accomplish what an ethical system should accomplish. Christian ethics is based throughout on 
falsehood—and this alone is sufficient to guarantee its failure; in addition, it advocates a 
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conception of moral principles and their role in human existence which, by its very nature, works 
contrary to man’s happiness and well-being. Christian ethics is more conducive to misery than to 
happiness, and it prescribes moral principles that are more accurately described as a code of death 
rather than a code of life. While ostensibly offering man a reprieve from the suffering in life, 
Christian ethics, like Christian theology, creates many of the problems that it later offers to solve. 
And, like theology, Christian ethics fails miserably in its attempt to find a solution. 

Since it is difficult to criticize an ethical approach without an approach of one’s own that serves 
as a reference point, it is necessary to discuss my own approach to ethics, so that my objections to 
religious morality can be viewed in their proper context. To this end I offer the following concept 
of ethics, generally modeled after various Aristotelian philosophers, as the science of human 
values. 

2 - The Science of Ethics 

“If one wishes to understand the definition and distinctive nature of a particular science,” writes 
Nathaniel Branden, “the question to answer is: What are the specific facts of reality that give rise to 

no 

that science?” Science, in its most general sense, is the methodology concerned with the 
discovery of facts and their classification into a coherent, integrated system; and the definition of a 
particular science is determined by which aspect of reality it seeks to understand. It is within this 
broad meaning that the various disciplines of philosophy qualify as branches of scientific inquiry. 
Metaphysics, for example, investigates existence in tenns of its most fundamental attributes— 
characteristics, such as causality, that are common to all entities, despite their individual 
differences. In the words of Corliss Lamont, metaphysics “deals with the lowest common 
denominators of everything that exists, whether it be animate or inanimate, human or non¬ 
human.” 254 Similarly, epistemology investigates the nature and origin of human knowledge as such, 
apart from any specialized field of knowledge. 

The spheres of philosophy may be viewed as the most basic of scientific inquiries. By dealing 
with the traits that the particular, more specialized sciences have in common, the branches of 
philosophy serve as unifying forces, enabling man to integrate the specialized sciences within a 
systematic framework of knowledge. Thus, metaphysics enables us to relate physics to biology, 
biology to psychology and so forth; and epistemology enables us to identify the essential 
characteristics of knowledge common to all fields—whether mathematics, history or biology—and 
it permits us to apply knowledge gained in one field to another, apparently unrelated, discipline. 

In this section, I shall defend the thesis that ethics, while a branch of philosophy, is also a kind of 
science, specifically, the science of human values. Ethics seeks to discover human values, classify 
them, and integrate them into a coherent system of principles that is used to guide man’s choices 
and actions. This view of ethics proceeds from a specific application of Branden’s question, 
namely: What are the facts of reality, if any, that give rise to the discipline of ethics? Why should 
man concern himself with ethical theory in the first place? 

The general neglect of this issue by philosophers is responsible for much of the confusion and 
disagreement that now exist among ethical theorists, who attempt to discuss ethics without 
considering why they are discussing ethics. No philosopher is more keenly aware of the importance 
of this problem than Ayn Rand, and it constitutes the general framework for her essay, “The 
Objectivist Ethics”: 
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What is morality, or ethics? It is a code of values to guide man’s choices and 
actions—the choices and actions that determine the purpose and the course of his 
life. Ethics, as a science, deals with discovering and defining such a code. 

The first question that has to be answered, as a precondition of any attempt to 
define, to judge or to accept any specific system of ethics, is: Why does man need a 
code of values? 

Let me stress this: The first question is not: What particular code of values should 
man accept? The first question is: Does man need values at all—and why? 255 


Philosophers who fail to consider this issue usually conclude that ethics has no foundation in fact, 
that the realm of values is forever separated, by logic, from the realm of facts. Ethics, they declare, 
is concerned with what ought to be the case, while science is concerned with what is the case; and 
the normative recommendations of ethics cannot logically be derived from the descriptive 
statements of science. Consequently, two theories of ethics have enjoyed considerable vogue in the 
past few decades: emotivism, according to which ethical judgments are mere emotional expressions 
and therefore lack cognitive content; and subjectivism, according to which ethical judgments have 
meaning, but this meaning is nothing more than a report of one’s personal, subjective preference. 
Both of these theories and their offshoots uphold the radical cleavage between facts and values, and 
they have elevated the so-called “is-ought dichotomy” to the status of a modern dogma. 

Ethics, according to Rand and other philosophers within the general trend of Aristotelianism, is a 
normative science; and it is instructive to note that many sciences other than ethics are concerned 
with ought-judgments. Medicine, for instance, prescribes those actions that must be taken in order 
to preserve health. A doctor prescribes what ought to be done, but this prescription, to be valid, 
must be based on objective knowledge, such as the facts of human nature discovered through 
chemistry, physiology, anatomy and so forth. Architecture is another normative science; an 
architect leams what ought to be done in the course of constructing a building; and, as with 
medicine, his own judgments must be based on facts. 

There is little difficulty in understanding the relationship between “is” and “ought” as displayed 
in normative sciences. Man has the capacity for choice, and whenever a theoretical principle is 
applied to the sphere of human action, it becomes necessary to prescribe a course of action, an 
ought-judgment, if a given goal is to be achieved. A doctor ought to do x, if he wants to cure his 
patient. An architect ought to do x, if he wants his building to stand. Even the purely descriptive 
sciences, such as physics and astronomy—which have no direct connection with human behavior— 
require ought-judgments in order to specify correct scientific procedures. A physicist ought to do x, 
if he wants his experiment to yield results. 

It is important to recognize that both normative and descriptive sciences are concerned primarily 
with facts, with accurately describing the phenomena that fall within their fields of investigation. 
Before a doctor can accurately prescribe, he must have accurate descriptive knowledge on which to 
base his recommendations. A nonnative science is only as good as the facts on which it rests. It is a 
mistake, therefore, to suppose that normative sciences, because they deal with ought-judgments, 
differ radically from descriptive sciences in terms of their method; rather, they differ only in terms 
of the data with which they deal. Both nonnative and descriptive sciences are concerned with 
factual knowledge, both are capable of verification, and both are open to such judgments as “valid” 
or “invalid,” “correct” or “incorrect,” “true” or “false.” 
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We see, then, that normative and descriptive sciences are identical in that both deal with abstract 
principles derived from the facts of reality; their difference lies in which aspect of reality they 
consider, as well as the purpose for which their principles are employed. Descriptive sciences are 
concerned with “pure” facts and theories; normative sciences are concerned with those facts and 
theories as they apply to human goals. So, for instance, medicine deals with the facts of anatomy, 
as those facts apply to the goal of man’s health. It is this application of abstract principles to the 
pursuit of human goals that gives rise to nonnative sciences and, consequently, to the ought- 
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judgments prescribed by those sciences." 

Let us now consider the discipline of ethics—or, as I have previously described it—the science of 
human values. What are the facts of human nature that generate the need for such a science? 

The first relevant aspect of human nature is an obvious one: man is a living entity, a biological 
organism, who faces the alternative of life or death. And, as Rand has emphasized, it is this 
conditional nature of life, the alternative between life and death, that generates the concept of 
“value”: 


There is only one fundamental alternative in the universe: existence or non¬ 
existence—and it pertains to a single class of entities: to living organisms. 

The existence of inanimate matter is unconditional, the existence of life is not: it 
depends on a specific course of action. Matter is indestructible, it changes its forms, 
but it cannot cease to exist. It is only a living organism that faces a constant 
alternative: the issue of life or death. Life is a process of self-sustaining and self¬ 
generated action. If an organism fails in that action, it dies; its chemical elements 
remain, but its life goes out of existence. It is only the concept of “Life” that makes 
the concept of “Value” possible. It is only to a living entity that things can be good 
or evil. 257 


Rand does not consider the relation between facts and values to be a serious problem, because, 
for her, values represent a kind of fact (and, in this regard, she follows in the tradition of 
Aristotelian philosophers). The concept of value expresses the beneficial or harmful relationship of 
some aspect of reality to a living organism, and to say that something is of value to an organism is 
to say that it is conducive to the life of that organism. When we say that water is of value to a plant, 
for example, we mean that water is conducive to the life of that plant. The concept of value, in this 
instance, signifies the life-serving function of water in relation to the plant, and this relationship is 
objectively demonstrable. The value judgment involved here is true; i.e., it describes an actual 
relationship. The water will, in fact, further the life of the plant, so to say that water is of value to 
the plant is to describe a fact of reality. Therefore, in this case at least, there is no problem of 
“deriving” a value from a fact—as if one is dealing with two separate realms—because the value 
judgment expresses a fact; it is an estimate of a relationship, and this estimate is either accurate or 
inaccurate, true or false. 

If this basic view of values is correct, then any attempt to divorce the realm of values from the 
realm of facts is fundamentally misguided at the outset. It is a mistake to speak of the facts of 
physics, biology, psychology, etc., in contrast to the realm of values; rather, we should speak of the 
facts of physics, the facts of biology, the facts of psychology, etc., and the facts of value. To claim 
that the sphere of values cannot be based on or derived from facts, is analogous to claiming that the 
spheres of physics or biology cannot be based on or derived from facts. Each of these disciplines is 
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concerned, first and foremost, with describing reality. Their difference is not that some are 
concerned with facts while others are not; all are concerned with describing the same reality, and 
all employ abstract principles in pursuit of this end. Instead, their difference lies in which particular 
aspect of reality each seeks to investigate. 

Like all existing things, animate and inanimate, man has a specific nature; and, like all living 
organisms, his nature requires a specific means of survival. Unlike other life forms, however, man 
has the capacity for choice. While other life forms respond to their environment on the automatic 
level of sensations or perceptions, man’s distinctive power of conceptualization pennits him to 
deliberate before acting. He can compare his alternative courses of action, project their 
consequences, and decide on the action best suited to his needs. In other words, man has the ability 
to evaluate the alternatives confronting him; and the volitional, goal-directed action of man is 
motivated by his evaluations. What a man values determines how he will act. As Branden puts it, 
“values constitute man’s basic motivational tie to reality.” 

We thus see that the concept of value applies to man in two different respects. First, there is the 
objective sense of “value,” in which things are of value to man—i.e., conducive to his welfare— 
whether he chooses to recognize them or not. Second, there is the subjective of “value,” in which 
“value” designates the result of an evaluative process; and a man’s values, in this case, represent his 
personal preferences. It is possible, therefore, for a man to value things (in a subjective sense) that 
are not in fact of value to him (in an objective sense). Man can pursue self-destructive courses of 
action; he can pursue goals that are detrimental to his welfare. Nature does not provide him with an 
automatic means of survival. 

A being who does not know automatically what is true or false, cannot know automatically what 
is right or wrong, what is good for him or evil. Yet he needs that knowledge in order to live. He is 
not exempt from the laws of reality, he is a specific organism of a specific nature that requires 
specific actions to sustain his life. He cannot achieve his survival by arbitrary means nor by random 
motions nor by blind urges nor by chance nor by whim. That which his survival requires is set by 
his nature and is not open to his choice. What is open to his choice is only whether he will discover 
it or not, whether he will choose the right goals and values or not. He is free to make the wrong 
choice, but not free to succeed with it. ... 

What, then, are the right goals for man to pursue? What are the values his survival requires? That 
is the question to be answered by the science of ethics. And this ... is why man needs a code of 
ethics. 259 

If man is to survive, he must have knowledge of those principles of action conducive to survival. 
And, beyond the level of mere survival, if man is to achieve happiness he must have knowledge of 
those principles of action conducive to happiness. Man must discover, through a process of reason, 
the values required for his survival and well-being. To live successfully, man’s subjective “I value” 

must be derived from the objective requirements of his life. Thus, concludes Rand, “Ethics is an 
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objective, metaphysical necessity of man’s survival. ...” 

Ethics deals with the facts of value as they apply to human action and the achievement of human 
goals. Like all normative sciences, ethics is concerned primarily with facts—with what is 
objectively of value to man—and it seeks to apply this knowledge to the realm of human choices 
and goals. It is this application of values to human action that generates the normative character of 
ethics, thus giving rise to its various ought-judgments. If x is of value to man (a fact), then man 
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ought to value and pursue x (a normative judgment) if he wants to further his life and well-being (a 
goal). 

Insofar as ethics seeks to discover and systematize factual knowledge of values, it is a science. 
Insofar as ethics seeks to apply this knowledge of values to human goals, it is a normative science. 
Insofar as ethics deals with fundamental values and goals—those required by the nature of man as 
such, or by man qua man—it is a branch of philosophy. 

Like other branches of philosophy, ethics deals with basic concepts, and it attempts to derive the 
principles of action conducive to fundamental goals. Ethics is concerned with man’s life as a 
whole, and it evaluates particular actions within that context. Ethics enables man to project the 
long-range consequences of his actions, and to evaluate the desirability of specific actions in terms 
of their effect on long-range goals. 

There is widespread disagreement in philosophy over whether there exists for man an “ultimate 
value,” a supremely important value for which other, lesser values serve as means. An examination 
of this complex issue would lead us far astray, so, for the purpose of this discussion, I shall posit 
“happiness” as man’s ultimate value. I will not argue that all men actually pursue happiness, nor 
that all men “ought” to pursue happiness (whatever such an assertion might mean); rather, I shall 
offer happiness as a hypothetical goal. In other words, if a man desires happiness, then he ought to 
be concerned with those conditions, those values, that are conducive to man’s happiness. 

This discussion of ethics, therefore, is directed at those who are concerned with their own 
happiness and well-being, for these are the people who are in need of a rational code of values to 
direct their choices and actions. To the extent that a man is unconcerned with his own welfare, he 
need not bother with ethics. His indifference to principles and long-range goals will bring him 
misery soon enough. 

Ethics, in this view, is concerned with the facts of value as those facts relate to the pursuit of a 
man’s long-range happiness. This is a teleological, or goal-directed, approach to ethical theory, in 
direct contrast to a deontological, or duty-centered, approach to ethical theory. A simple way of 
contrasting these approaches is as follows: teleological ethics is concerned primarily with the good, 
with that which is of value, and it determines what man ought to do within the context of this goal. 
Deontological ethics, on the other hand, gives priority to what man ought to do, his duty, and it 
defines the “good” with reference to these moral rules, apart from any goals. 

It is impossible to discuss here the many implications entailed by the distinction between 
teleological and deontological ethics. I shall simply note that it is the normative judgments of 
deontological ethics, where an “ought” is prescribed without reference to a goal, that cannot be 
grounded in facts. “One ought to do x.” Why? “Because it is morally required, and one ought to do 
it.” This characteristic approach of deontological ethics forever severs values from facts, and it 
generates the notorious “is-ought dichotomy” that is so widely discussed in contemporary 
philosophy. To the extent that an ethical theory declares itself indifferent to man’s welfare and 
happiness, it thereby condemns itself. 

The preceding discussion of ethics, although brief, is sufficient to point out that ethics, like every 
normative science, is based on facts; and the normative ought-judgments of ethics are as capable of 
verification as the nonnative recommendations of medicine and architecture. As stated previously, 
however, a nonnative science is only as good as the facts on which it rests, and a valid science of 
human values must be rooted in the nature of man as a biological and psychological organism. 

Some philosophers fear that positing happiness as an ultimate value will lead to a world of 
greedy, amoral barbarians, where each man seeks to exploit and trample his neighbor. Bad 
psychology, however, makes for bad ethics. Just as man is a biological organism with a specific 
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nature, so is he also a psychological organism with a specific nature. And just as any random action 
will not result in a man’s physical well-being, so any random action will not result in a man’s 
psychological well-being. The laws of psychology are as real and binding as the laws of biology; 
and, just as man is free to pursue a destructive course of action, but is not free to escape its physical 
consequences, so is he not free to escape its psychological consequences. 

The issue of happiness, therefore, cannot be considered apart from the facts of human 
psychology. Just as a doctor cannot pursue medicine without a respect for the facts of human 
anatomy, so the philosopher cannot pursue ethics, or discuss what will and will not result in 
happiness, without a respect for the facts of man’s psychology. Those philosophers who object to 
an ethics of happiness or well-being on the grounds that it permits every person to do as he pleases 
without regard for the life and property of others, display a shocking disregard for even the 
rudimentary facts of human psychology. It is for this reason that one good book on psychology, 
such as Nathaniel Branden’s The Psychology of Self-Esteem, can do more to advance the science of 
ethics than any number of modem “analytic” works on ethical theory, which, more often than not, 
treat the subject of ethics as if it has no connection whatever to human happiness and the business 
of living. 261 

Before closing this discussion, it should be mentioned that ethics, since it is concerned with 
fundamental human values, serves as a unifying force that enables man to integrate the various 
spheres of human action into a consistent pattern. Just as metaphysics provides a transition from 
physics to biology to psychology, so ethics provides a transition from economics to social theory to 
politics and so forth. How can one derive, from the principles guiding one’s own life, the principles 
required for dealing with other men? How can one evaluate the relative importance of various 
alternatives from which one must choose? What is the relationship between economics and 
politics? None of these questions, or any similar questions, can be answered without reference to 
fundamental human values and goals, and it is the function of ethics to provide a basic framework 
from which such answers may be derived. 

By providing man with a coherent system of principles, ethics enables man to live as an 
integrated being. And, in a very real sense, the neglect of ethics results in disintegration—both 
existential and psychological—where individual and social issues are considered without reference 
to basic principles, where physical coercion becomes the accepted means of social interaction, and 
where man feels as if he were living in a schizophrenic universe, a vast jigsaw puzzle, where none 
of the pieces fit together. 

3 - Normative Ethics and Meta-ethics 

In order to understand the differences between the rational and religious approaches to ethics, it is 
necessary to draw a common distinction between two aspects of ethical theory: normative ethics 
and meta-ethics. 

“Nonnative ethics” refers to the content, or specific principles, of a moral code, such as the 
maxims, “One ought to be honest” and “One ought to respect the rights of others.” 

“Meta-ethics” pertains to the criteria and meaning of ethical terms themselves, such as “value,” 
“moral,” and “immoral.” What is a value judgment? Can value judgments be justified rationally? 
What does “moral” mean? What does “immoral” mean? How do we know when to apply these and 
similar judgments? The answers to these and similar questions fall within the scope of meta-ethics. 
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Put simply, normative ethics tells us what we ought to do, while meta-ethics tells us what we mean 
by the word “ought.” Ethical conflicts may occur in either of these areas. 

In the sphere of nonnative ethics, the disagreeing parties accept the same meta-ethics, but 
disagree about factual elements of the situation in question or about the interpretation and 
application of their meta-ethics. As an example of this, consider the doctrinal disagreements among 
fundamentalist Christians, all of whom accept the Bible as an authoritative source in ethics. While 
these Christians frequently disagree among themselves over points of detail, they all accept the 
same meta-ethical foundation. If one Christian could demonstrate that the Bible prohibits a given 
action, that action would be accepted as immoral by other fundamentalists without further 
argument, because there is an agreement here concerning the meaning and use of moral terms. 

The second kind of disagreement—meta-ethical disagreement—is more basic than the preceding 
one. Here, one party may concede that, according to his adversary’s moral criteria, the action being 
discussed is “immoral.” He does not question the application of the criteria; rather, he questions 
and demands justification for the use of such criteria to begin with. 

This kind of conflict occurs when an atheist argues moral issues with a Christian. If the Christian 
contends that blasphemy is immoral because the Bible forbids it, the atheist will not deny that the 
Bible forbids blasphemy. Instead, the atheist will refuse to accept the Bible as a criterion of 
morality, and he will refuse to accept a concept of “immoral” that means that which is prohibited 
by the Bible. Thus meta-ethical disagreements focus, not on the application of previously accepted 
criteria, but on the meaning and use of moral terms themselves. 

It has become fashionable among some philosophers to exclude the realm of nonnative ethics 
from philosophical inquiry. Philosophy, they tell us, can reasonably investigate the meaning of 
moral terms, but it cannot, as a discipline, prescribe any particular code of values over any other. 
Since philosophy represents man’s most fundamental kind of rational inquiry, the implication is 
that normative ethics is excluded from the domain of reason altogether, which surrenders moral 
issues of substance to religion and faith by default. 

From our previous discussion of ethics as the science of human values, it should be clear that 
both normative ethics and meta-ethics are the proper concern of philosophy and rational 
deliberation. There is no reason whatever to suppose that philosophers must confine themselves to 
the analysis of language and concepts while excluding moral issues of substance. “ It should be 
noted, however, that many contemporary philosophers focus on meta-ethics (sometimes, 
unfortunately, at the expense of nonnative ethics) because they recognize this to be the most crucial 
aspect of ethical theory. After all, before we can discuss what is good for man, we must agree on 
the meaning of “good.” Before we can discuss whether a given action is moral, we must agree on 
the use of the term “moral.” Most serious conflicts in ethical theory are of a meta-ethical nature, 
and we shall see that the conflict between rational morality and religious morality is no exception. 

Earlier in this chapter, I condemned religious ethics generally and Christian ethics specifically, 
while stipulating that this did not necessarily imply disagreement with the content of every 
principle advocated by these approaches. For example, Christianity prohibits theft, and to reject 
Christian morality is not to suggest that theft merits approval. It is possible for some principles of 
Christian ethics to coincide with a rational ethics—although many assuredly do not—but any such 
coincidence does not affect the basic condemnation of Christian ethics. In condemning Christian 
morality, I am attacking its basic approach to ethical theory, i.e., its meta-ethics, or criteria of 
ethical standards. It is Christianity’s fundamental view of moral principles and their role in human 
existence that must be rejected in its entirety. 
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We shall now contrast a rational meta-ethics with a religious meta-ethics, and we shall see how 
these approaches are diametrically opposed, both from a philosophical standpoint and in terms of 
their psychological impact. And we shall see that this opposition persists despite any occasional 
and superficial similarity in content. 

A rational morality is based on standards; a religious morality is based on rules. In essentials, 
rational and religious moral codes are as different as life and death—an analogy that, in this 
context, is particularly appropriate. 

4 - Rational Morality 

A rational morality, in essence, is a code of values required by man for his survival, well-being and 
happiness. The term “rational” is used because such a code must be based on the facts of human 
value, and only reason can determine what is and is not of value to man. A rational meta-ethics, 
therefore, is based on man’s need for objective values, his need to determine those goals that are 
conducive to his well-being. To take a simple illustration, food is of value to man, it is instrumental 
in maintaining his life; poison is not. If man is to survive, he must value food and disvalue poison. 
Man’s evaluations must be based on, and agree with, those things that are actually of value to him. 

Just as a rational man is committed to facts and the use of reason, so a rational morality is based 
on the facts of human value and the role of reason in man’s survival. Three aspects of man’s nature 
constitute the foundation of a rational meta-ethics: the fact that man is a conceptual being, the fact 
that man is a volitional being, and the fact that man is a purposive being. 

Man’s ability to conceptualize—mentally to abstract, isolate and integrate observed particulars— 
enables him to think in tenns of principles, to project the long-range consequences of his actions, 
and to be aware of his own cognitive processes and psychological states. It is through conceptual 
thought that man gains knowledge of his needs, capacities and the external world; and it is through 
conceptual thought that man gains knowledge of how to exercise his capacities in the external 
world in order to satisfy his needs. 

Volition means that man is the initiator of thought and action, that he has the capacity to generate 
and sustain a thought process and a physical movement. It should be mentioned that volition, 
properly considered, does not violate the principle of causality. Volition does not mean that man’s 
thoughts and actions are uncaused; it means, instead, that with regard to some thoughts and actions 

264 

(excluding such things as reflex actions), man acts as a primary causal agent; man is the cause. 
Volition entails man’s freedom to choose among existing alternatives, his choice not being 
detennined by factors beyond his control. 

Because man is free to choose his actions, because he is not biologically programmed to act in a 
given manner, he requires a code of values—a system of principles—to direct his choices. Man’s 
volitional nature necessitates that he choose to think and act in order to survive. 

Man’s purposive nature means that man is goal-directed, that he is not (and cannot be) bound to 
perceptual, range-of-the-moment responses. Since man is faced with alternatives, and since he is 
free to choose among them, if he conceptualizes his choice he must think in terms of a purpose. A 
value preference (as it applies to and motivates human action) necessarily implies a goal or end— 
namely, the object, process or state that is valued. 
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To summarize these three elements: man’s conceptual capacity is his ability to think in tenns of 
principles; man’s volition necessitates that he think in terms of principles; and man’s purposiveness 
detennines the content of those principles. 

It is not enough for a man to know only of the abstract role of principles in human survival; one 
must be able to determine concretely, within the context of one’s own life, how to achieve the 
values required for one’s physical and mental well-being. If man is to achieve goals, he must have 
some method of predicting which actions are conducive to those goals. This is the function of 
standards. A standard is a principle used to predict the consequences of one’s actions. 

As a predictive principle, a standard directs a man’s choices, thus providing the essential link 
between action and the acquisition of desired values. A rational morality is one that recognizes the 
crucial role of standards in human survival, a morality based on man’s need to attain values 
consonant with his nature. 

Since it specifies the causal relation between a goal and the action required to achieve it, a 
standard is best described as a statement of natural necessity. The role of natural necessity in 
human motivation is not a new discovery; it was known by Aristotle in what is now called 
“practical reasoning,” or a “practical syllogism.” A general example of this syllogism is the 
following: 

Mr. Jones wants x. 

In order to obtain x, one must do y. 

Therefore, Mr. Jones ought to (or should, or must) do y. 

In this syllogism, the first premise states Mr. Jones’s end, or goal, that he wants x. The second 
premise is a standard that specifies the action necessary to attain goal x, and the conclusion is the 
concretization of the standard as it applies to the specific case of Mr. Jones. The conclusion is a 
prescription to act, an ought-judgment, derived from a goal and the action required to achieve it. 
Implied in the conclusion, “Mr. Jones ought to do y” is the further condition, “if he wants to attain 
goal x.” 

Georg Henrik von Wright, an ethical theorist, describes a practical syllogism as a syllogism 
where “the person who reasons reaches the conclusion that his wants, plus a certain natural 
necessity, impose upon him the practical necessity of acting in a certain manner.” In her article 
“Causality Versus Duty,” Ayn Rand elaborates on this theme: 

Reality confronts man with a great many “musts,” but all of them are conditional; 
the formula of realistic necessity is: “You must, if?” and the if stands for man’s 
choice: “—if you want to achieve a certain goal.” You must eat, if you want to 
survive. You must work, if you want to eat. You must think, if you want to work. 

You must look at reality, if you want to think—if you want to know what to do—if 
you want to know what goals to choose—if you want to know how to achieve 
them. 266 


Every statement of natural necessity is conditional: one ought to do this, if one wants such and 
such. In rational morality, there can be no “ought” divorced from purpose. A standard presupposes 
a goal and has relevance only within the context of that goal. Likewise, the application of a 
standard and the subsequent “ought” have no relevance outside the goal that made them possible. 


265 Missing Footnote. 

266 Missing Footnote. 


169 



George H. Smith - ATHEISM: The Case Against God 


As the basic method by which man achieves values, standards constitute the meta-ethical 
foundation of rational morality. It must be remembered that within the framework of a standard 
meta-ethics, one’s goals are primary, and the standards must be derived accordingly; moral 
principles, in this view, are subservient to human purposes. One does not adopt a moral principle 
and cling to it through a complete change of context while losing sight of the goal with which it 
was originally associated. 

In other words, it makes little sense to speak of “obeying” or “disobeying” a standard. One does 
not obey a standard; one adopts and follows it in a given context, for a given purpose. Whether or 
not one follows a specific standard depends upon the desirability of its goal and one’s judgment of 
the standard’s effectiveness in achieving that goal. One’s motivation to follow a standard stems 
from the prior motivation to achieve a particular goal." 

This brief discussion is intended only to illustrate the motivational link between rational ethics 
and human action, and it should not be construed as a definitive presentation of this complex issue. 
Many important subjects cannot be pursued here, but the relevance of the foregoing remarks will 
become apparent upon considering the nature of religious ethics. 
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XII. - The Sins of Christianity 


1 - Religious Morality 

“Religious morality,” as the phrase is used throughout this discussion, designates any code of 
values ultimately derived from the alleged commandments of a supernatural being. This view of 
morality is clearly presented in the Bible (e.g., the Ten Commandments) and is generally typical of 
any revealed religion. 

Basically, religious morality defends a universal moral order established by god and existing 
independently of man. Man is born into this moral structure, where he finds that his foremost duty 
is to obey the dictates of his supernatural lawgiver. Morality, according to this view, serves the 
purpose of god, not man; and man is required to subordinate himself to the moral code. Obedience 
is the major virtue, disobedience the major vice. 

The most obvious characteristic of religious morality is its authoritarian nature. As soon as the 
“good” or the “moral” are defined with reference to divine fiat, we are discussing a theory steeped 
in authoritarianism. And where we have an authority, we have sanctions—and where we have 
sanctions, we have moral rules. Rules, as we shall see, are basic to the meta-ethics of religious 
morality. Rules are to religious morality what standards are to rational morality. 

A rule is a sanctioned principle of action. A sanction is a physical or psychological means of 
coercion or intimidation used for the purpose of motivating obedience to a principle of action. To 
illustrate these definitions, consider some rules that we encounter every day: traffic laws. 

If a posted speed limit did not carry the threat of enforcement by the police, it would not, 
properly speaking, be a law, or, for our purpose, it would not function as a rule. Laws carry the 
threat of punishment by the state for disobedience; this is their sanction, and this is why they are 
designated as rules. The state sanction of punishment exists for the purpose of motivating 
compliance with the laws. 

If speed limits were not enforced, if there were no penalty for ignoring them, then they would 
function as standards for the goal of traffic safety. One would follow a speed limit, if one desired 
traffic safety (assuming that one considered the speed limit to be a means of attaining it). Failure to 
observe the posted guideline would presumably result in an increased number of accidents; but the 
speed limit, as a standard, would not carry an imposed penalty—a sanction—for the fact of 
disobedience itself. 

If one observes the speed limit because one wishes to avoid getting a ticket, one is responding to 
the limit as a rule. Regardless of whether one sees the limit as a means to traffic safety or whether 
one desires the goal of traffic safety, one will still obey the limit from fear of the sanction placed 
upon it. We see, therefore, that one does not follow a rule in the same sense that one follows a 
standard. One obeys a rule and does so because of its sanction. 

While a standard appeals to the motive of desiring its goal, a rule appeals to the motive of 
desiring or fearing its sanction. This is the basic motivational difference between standards and 
rules. 

Religion has traditionally appealed to the will of a god as justification for its moral principles. To 
the question, “Why should I do x?” religion has answered, “Because it is the will of god.” To the 
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further question, “Why should I obey the will of god?” religion has answered, “Because he will 
reward or punish you accordingly, either in this life or in an afterlife.” 

The power of a supernatural being has thus served as a moral sanction. One obeys a principle, not 
because one desires its causal result, but because one fears its sanction—in this case, the wrath of 
god. 

The fundamental characteristic of religious morality is that it views every moral principle, in 
effect, as a traffic law. One is rewarded or punished according to how well one snaps into line with 
a prescribed set of rules. These rules, when acted upon, do have consequences (as does every 
human action), but the desirability of those consequences is not the agent’s primary motive for 
acting. Instead, he is motivated to act by the sanction accompanying the rule. 

The oldest and crudest form of a rule sanction is the use or threat of physical force. This is 
manifested in Christianity by the doctrine of hell. 

The belief in eternal torment, still subscribed to by fundamentalist Christian denominations, 
undoubtedly ranks as the most vicious and reprehensible doctrine of classical Christianity. It has 
resulted in an incalculable amount of psychological torture, especially among children where it is 
employed as a terror tactic to prompt obedience. Many examples are available, but one should 
suffice. An English priest named Father Furniss wrote a series of “Books for Children” in the last 
century which enjoyed a wide circulation among English Catholics well into this century. Dubbed 
“the children’s apostle,” Furniss specialized in describing the tortures of hell. Here is an example 
depicting the torments of a child in hell: 

His eyes are burning like two burning coals. Two long flames come out of his ears 
... Sometimes he opens his mouth, and breath of blazing fire rolls out. But listen! 

There is a sound just like that of a kettle boiling. Is it really a kettle boiling? No. 

Then what is it? Hear what it is. The blood is boiling in the scalding veins of that 
boy. The brain is boiling and bubbling in his head. The marrow is boiling in his 
bones. Ask him why he is thus tormented. His answer is that when he was alive, his 
blood boiled to do very wicked things. 


Here is another gem: 

A little child is in this red-hot oven. Hear how it screams to come out! See how it 
turns and twists itself about in the fire! It beats its head against the roof of the oven. 
It stamps its little feet on the floor. You can see on the face of this little child what 
you see on the faces of all in hell—despair, desperate and horrible. 


Hell stands as a constant reminder of the essence of Christianity: God is to be obeyed because, in 
the final analysis, he is bigger and stronger than we are; and, in addition, he is incomparably more 
vicious. With the warning, “Obey God or bum in hell,” we have a straightforward illustration of a 
physical sanction, as well as a revealing glimpse into the core of Christianity. 

Today many moderate and liberal denominations play down the concept of hell or deny it 
altogether; nevertheless, their moral codes remained drenched in rules. But without the benefit of 
hell, what is used as a rule sanction? 

The answer lies within the realm of psychological sanctions. Recall that a sanction may be 
physical or psychological. Physical sanctions are usually uncomplicated and easy to detect, whereas 
psychological sanctions are often complex and subtle, which explains why they are rarely 
identified. 
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A psychological sanction is a moral term that is used for the purpose of psychological 
intimidation, which is intended to motivate compliance with rules. Moral terms, when used in this 
fashion, function as psychological cue-words—words used to trigger emotions, rather than convey 
information. 

A physical sanction, if successful, causes the emotion of fear. A psychological sanction, if 
successful, causes the emotion of guilt. A man motivated by fear may still retain an element of 
rebelliousness, of determination to strike back given the opportunity. A man motivated by guilt, 
however, is a man with a broken spirit; he will obey the rules without question. A guilt-ridden man 
is the perfect subject for religious morality, and this is why psychological sanctions have been 
extremely effective in accomplishing their purpose. 

Religions have long recognized the importance of inculcating a sense of guilt in order to motivate 
people to obey god’s rules. But the feeling of guilt does not automatically follow from the thought 
of disobeying a supernatural being, even for those who believe in one. Emotions are the 
consequence of implicit or explicit value judgments, so it was necessary for Christianity to provide 
the missing evaluative link between the thought of disobeying God and the experience of guilt. This 
gap was fdled nicely by the concept of sin. 

The notion of sin is perhaps the most effective sanction ever invented. For a Christian, to sin is 
the worst thing imaginable, and the thought of committing a sin can cause intense guilt. Anyone 
who comes from a religious background can appreciate the tremendous psychological force of this 
concept. Sin represents something metaphysically monstrous, something that directly undercuts a 
man’s sense of self-esteem, and this adds to its effectiveness as a manipulative device. Friedrich 
Nietzsche, in his vitriolic but penetrating attack on Christianity, clearly recognized the function of 
sin in this context. “Sin,” he writes, “... that fonn par excellence of the self-violation of man, was 
invented to make science, culture, every kind of elevation and nobility of man impossible; the 
priest rules through the invention of sin.” 

In order to understand fully the nature of sin as a psychological sanction, we must examine the 
relationship between “sin” and “disobedience to god.” Are these notions identical, or do they differ 
in some respect? The answer to this question becomes apparent upon considering the following 
statements: 

(a) I have disobeyed god, but I have done nothing wrong or evil. 

(b) I have sinned, but I have done nothing wrong or evil. 

Is statement (a) contradictory? No, not necessarily. Even working from the presupposition that a 
god exists, there is nothing intrinsic to the idea of disobedience that requires a negative evaluation. 
This god, after all, may be an evil creature, in which case disobedience may be evaluated as good 
or desirable. There is no value judgment in the mere thought of disobedience per se. 

Is statement (b) contradictory? Yes, obviously so. Included within the concept of sin is a negative 
moral evaluation, so the admission of sin entails an admission of evil or wrongdoing. To accept the 
concept of sin presupposes that one believes in a god and that one believes disobeying this god to 
be intrinsically wrong. 

We see, then, that “sin” and “disobedience to god” do differ; the concept of sin includes the 
notion of disobedience plus a built-in condemnation of that disobedience. It is this evaluative 
element that causes guilt. 


68 Nietzche, The Anti-Christ, p. 166. 
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It must be emphasized that the Christian who accepts the idea of sin cannot evaluate each 
particular divine rule as good or evil—to do so would require a standard of goodness apart from the 
will of god. If, however, the standard of goodness exists independently of god’s will, the concept of 
sin is stripped of its force as a psychological sanction. To disobey god, on this basis, may coincide 
with what is judged to be immoral by an independent standard (since it might be argued that god 
always chooses the good), but there is no necessary connection here between disobedience and 
immoral action. 

The effectiveness of sin as a psychological sanction rests precisely on the fact that for many 
theists, disobeying god functions as a criterion of immoral action. Acting contrary to god’s will is 
included within the definition of “immoral.” It therefore follows, tautologically, that disobeying 
god is immoral, and following god’s rules is considered a necessary prerequisite for being a “good” 
or “moral” person. 

Thus, once the concept of sin is accepted, statement (a) is contradictory. With the presupposition 
of sin, it is absurd to say, “I have disobeyed god, but I have done nothing wrong or evil.” 
Disobedience is already implicitly contained within the meanings of “wrong” and “evil.” 

This leaves the believer in sin with the following example of circular reasoning: one should not 
disobey god, because to do so is a sin. And what is sin? A sin is disobeying god. 

Although rarely made explicit, this is the basic pattern underlying the concept of sin and 
psychological sanctions in general. The circularity is necessitated by the nature of a rule-based 
meta-ethics. The moral is defined in tenns of obedience to rules; and, for Christianity, the concept 
of sin serves as a guilt-inducer to motivate this obedience. 

The essential role that sin plays in Christianity has been summarized eloquently by C. S. Lewis, a 
popular Protestant writer. In the following passage, note the connections made, first, between sin 
and disobeying God; and second, between sin and a sense of guilt. 

A recovery of the old sense of sin is essential to Christianity. Christ takes it for 
granted that men are bad. Until we really feel this assumption of His to be true, 
though we are part of the world he came to save, we are not part of the audience to 
whom His words are addressed. ... And when men attempt to be Christians without 
this preliminary consciousness of sin, the result is almost bound to be a certain 
resentment against God as to one who is always making impossible demands and 
always inexplicably angry. ... The worst we have done to God is to leave Him 
alone—why can’t He return the compliment? Why not live and let live? What call 
has He, of all beings, to be “angry”? It’s easy for Him to be good! 

Now at the moment when a man feels real guilt—moments too rare in our lives— 
all these blasphemies vanish away. 269 


This passage is from The Problem of Pain, which carries the following subtitle: “The intellectual 
problem raised by human suffering, examined with sympathy and realism.” 

If nothing else, Lewis provides us with an insight into the Christian idea of sympathy; and, to his 
credit, Lewis does accomplish one of his goals. He illustrates quite vividly, even if unintentionally, 
a primary cause of human suffering: the idea of sin itself. Lewis has the candor to admit what other 
Christians prefer to ignore: that Christianity thrives on guilt. Guilt, not love, is the fundamental 
emotion that Christianity seeks to induce—and this is symptomatic of a viciousness in Christianity 
that few people care to acknowledge. Lor all of its alleged concern for the “poor in spirit,” 
Christianity does its best to perpetuate spiritual impoverishment. 

269 C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1962), pp. 57-58. 
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In summary, religious morality may be described as the denaturalization of values. It divorces the 
pursuit of values from their natural consequences and relies instead on sanctions, both physical and 
psychological, to motivate obedience to its moral rules. In Christianity, hell is the most prominent 
physical sanction; and sin, the psychological equivalent of hell, is the most common psychological 
sanction. 

With its emphasis on obedience, enforced through the inculcation of fear and guilt, Christianity 
has transfonned morality into something that is generally considered ominous and distasteful. With 
its emphasis on punishment and reward in an afterlife, Christianity is largely responsible for the 
notion that morality is impractical, and has little or nothing to do with man’s life and happiness on 
earth. 

The religious concern with obedience, duty and guilt stands in stark contrast to the rational 
conception of morality, where man is of central concern, where man’s life is the standard of value, 
and where moral principles function for human welfare. Any link between religion and morality is 
not only unjustified, it is enormously harmful. The religious view of morality is still widely 
accepted; children are raised by it, and men attempt to live by it—with the result that millions of 
people practice, in the name of morality, what amounts to emotional and intellectual suicide. 

Having sketched the basic meta-ethical distinction between rational morality and religious 
morality, we shall now explore the specific consequences of religious morality as they are 
manifested in Christianity. 

2 - The Conflicting Virtues 

Several chapters of this book were devoted to the philosophical conflict between reason and faith, 
because this constitutes the major epistemological issue dividing atheism from theism. But the 
conflict between reason and faith extends beyond the philosophical realm into the world of human 
action and emotion. One’s view of reason and its role in human existence will profoundly influence 
one’s approach to ethics, and this is nowhere more evident than in the battle between reason and 
faith. 

Reason is the faculty that enables man to identify and integrate the facts of reality. But man’s 
reason does not function automatically; it requires the choice to exert mental effort, to actively 
focus one’s mind. This is the virtue of rationality. Rationality is the commitment to reason, to 
mental awareness, to the sustained use of one’s mind. A rational man’s foremost concern is with 
facts, with what is true, and he is unwilling to sacrifice the judgment of his mind to the demands or 
desires of other people. 

Intellectually, every man is an island unto himself; no man can assume the responsibility of 
thinking for another. The virtue of rationality thus entails intellectual independence and the 
willingness to assume responsibility for one’s beliefs, choices and actions. 

In direct contrast to the virtue of rationality and its corollaries, stands the primary virtue of 
religious morality: obedience. This, in concrete terms, is the meaning of faith. Translated into 
action, faith means acting without critical deliberation, acting without regard for the natural 
consequences of one’s actions, acting because it is demanded of one by an authority. 

Faith requires knowledge only of one’s duty and how to obey; beyond this point, it is a simple 
matter of conformity. 

If there is a unifonn theme throughout the Bible, it is that God must be obeyed, period. If God 
commands worship, man must worship. If God commands love, man must love. If God commands 
tap dancing, man must tap dance. If God commands murder, man must murder. 
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While the content of Christian ethics has varied throughout history, this principle has remained 
unchanged: God is the master, man is the slave—and the fundamental characteristic of a slave is 
that he is not permitted, under the threat of force, to act according to his own judgment. But the 
Christian God far surpasses the capabilities of any human slavemaster, for he can monitor, not only 
the actions of men, but their thoughts and feelings as well. The Christian God can, and does, 
command how man should think and feel. 

It is commonly said of totalitarian power seekers that they wish to “play God.” This comment has 
a double edge, and it is far more insightful than most people realize. 

The word “faith” has a benevolent sound to many people. They think of the man of faith as a man 
of inner strength and compassion, such as the early Christians who, rejecting violence, were willing 
to die for their convictions. Yet it must be remembered that, whereas faith may have inspired acts 
of courage, it has also inspired moral atrocities. The Christian Inquisitor burning a heretic at the 
stake was as much a man of faith as the Christian martyr. 

Whether their consequences are beneficial or harmful, acts of faith are united by their submission 
to an authoritative moral code. God demanded of the early Christians that they refuse to submit to 
state decrees, and they sacrificed themselves in obedience to his will. God demanded of the 
medieval Christians that they eradicate heresy, and they sacrificed others in obedience to his will. 

Men praise the former as acts of courage and condemn the latter as moral atrocities, but the 
underlying principles in each case are identical: passive obedience to moral rules. 

When a politician asks people to have faith in their government it is clear that he is calling for 
obedience and the suspension of criticism. And it should be equally clear that when a theologian 
speaks of faith in God, he means that divine rules are to be obeyed without question. The man who 
seeks truth calls on reason; the man who seeks conformity calls on faith. A morality of 
independence relies on reason; a morality of obedience relies on faith. 

Whether the consequences of an act of faith are good or bad, those consequences are considered 
by the man of faith to be essentially irrelevant to the moral worth of his action. Within the 
framework of religious morality, the natural effects of one’s actions are regarded as secondary to 
the issue of obedience. By focusing on divine commands, rewards and punishments, religious 
morality, and Christianity in particular, demands the evaluation of an action divorced from its 
consequences—and herein lies the primary danger. A morality of conformity, a morality divorced 
from consequences—this idea has sanctioned more bloodshed and devastation than any comparable 
notion in ethical theory. Millions of persons have been slaughtered, mutilated and tortured in the 
name of religious morality, in the name of obedience to a “higher,” “nobler” realm. 

In personal tenns, obedience is a convenient escape from individual responsibility. If a man 
functions only as an agent of God’s will, then it is God, not the man, who bears responsibility. The 
Christian who refuses credit for a courageous or benevolent action because he claims to have been 
merely obeying God’s will is typically regarded as admirable. Yet, on the reverse side of the same 
coin, we have the Christian who refuses to accept responsibility for a moral outrage because he too 
was obeying God’s will. Both Christians, by representing themselves as tools for divine use, seek to 
disown personal responsibility for their actions by shifting the responsibility onto God. Christian 
humility, therefore, which is commonly viewed as a harmless trait, is actually the manifestation of a 
wider principle which, when accepted, has taken a considerable toll in human lives. 

Only if one understands the central role of conformity in religious morality, can one appreciate 
fully the ruthless consistency of primary Christian virtues—such as humility, self-sacrifice and a 
sense of sin—which, without exception, are geared to the destruction of man’s inner sense of 
dignity, efficacy and personal worth. It is not accidental that Christianity regards pride as a major 
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sin. A man of self-esteem is an unlikely candidate for the master-slave relationship that Christianity 
offers him. A man lacking in self-esteem, however, a man ridden with guilt and self-doubt, will 
frequently prefer the apparent security of Christianity over independence and find comfort in the 
thought that, for the price of total submissiveness, God will love and protect him. 

In exchange for obedience, Christianity promises salvation in an afterlife; but in order to elicit 
obedience through this promise, Christianity must convince men that they need salvation, that there 
is something to be “saved” from. Christianity has nothing to offer a happy man living in a natural, 
intelligible universe. If Christianity is to gain a motivational foothold, it must declare war on 
earthly pleasure and happiness, and this, historically, has been its precise course of action. In the 
eyes of Christianity, man is sinful and helpless in the face of God, and is potential fuel for the 
flames of hell. Just as Christianity must destroy reason before it can introduce faith, so it must 
destroy happiness before it can introduce salvation. 

It is not accidental that Christianity is profoundly anti-pleasure, especially in the area of sex; this 
bias serves a specific function. Pleasure is the fuel of life, and sexual pleasure is the most intense 
form of pleasure that man can experience. To deny oneself pleasure, or to convince oneself that 
pleasure is evil, is to produce frustration and anxiety and thereby become potential material for 
salvation. 

Christianity cannot erase man’s need for pleasure, nor can it eradicate the various sources of 
pleasure. What it can do, however, and what it has been extremely effective in accomplishing, is to 
inculcate guilt in connection with pleasure. The pursuit of pleasure, when accompanied by guilt, 
becomes a means of perpetuating chronic guilt, and this serves to reinforce one’s dependence on 
God. 

This condemnation of Christianity as anti-pleasure will undoubtedly be viewed by some readers 
as outdated. Some contemporary theologians, after all, have attempted to reverse the otherworldly 
trend of Christianity to a concern for earthly well-being and happiness. From a historical 
perspective, however, this concern occupies only a fraction of Christianity’s history. A theologian, 
if he wishes, can preach a philosophy of life without reference to sin, salvation, obedience and the 
supernatural, but such a philosophy has nothing to do with the Bible and Christian theism. 

Moreover, to the extent that modem theologians endorse pro-life attitudes, they are merely riding 
the current of public change. No one is foolish enough to claim, for example, that Christianity has 
been a primary force in effecting a more open and benevolent attitude toward sex in American 
society; on the contrary, Christianity has constituted the major obstacle in this area. Most Christian 
theologians who pass themselves off as radical reformers are decades, if not centuries, behind non- 
Christian writers; they are little more than politicians of the spirit who cater to public opinion. 

When the Christian “reformer” comes forward to declare that sex is not evil and that sex outside 
of marriage may, after all, be permissible—and when he calls on Christian churches to spearhead 
his new movement—one must wonder if it ever occurs to him that he is nineteen centuries too 
late. If such theologians were truly concerned with man’s happiness on earth, they would begin 
by repudiating, totally and unequivocally, Christianity itself. 

It cannot be emphasized too strongly that Christianity has a vested interest in human misery. This 
central theme manifests itself again and again in Christian doctrines, and most Christian doctrines 


270 Some modem Christians, including Catholics, insist that Christianity is in no way anti-sex. See, for example, John 
L. Thomas, Catholic Viewpoint on Marriage and the Family, rev. ed. (Garden City: Image Books, 1965), p. 110. 
However, for anyone who doubts the appalling record of Christianity in the area of sex, I strongly suggest a careful 
reading of G. Rattray Taylor, Sex in History’ (New York: The Vanguard Press, Inc., 1954). A reading of various Church 
Fathers, such as Augustine, will also prove instructive. 
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are unintelligible unless viewed in this context. The spectacular success of Christianity has been a 
topic of heated debate among scholars, and it is certainly true that definite historical factors 
influenced that success. I suggest, however, that much of Christianity’s success can be accounted 
for in another way: Christianity, perhaps more than any religion before or since, capitalized on 
human suffering; and it was enormously successful in insuring its own existence through the 
perpetuation of human suffering. 

Of course, Christianity, with some exceptions, has never explicitly advocated human misery; it 
prefers to speak instead of sacrifices in this life so that benefits may be garnered in the life to come. 
One invests in this life, so to speak, and collects interest in the next. Fortunately for Christianity, 
the dead cannot return to demand a refund. 

Through inculcating the notion that sacrifice is a virtue, Christianity has succeeded in convincing 
many people that misery incurred through sacrifice is a mark of virtue. Pain becomes the insignia 
of morality—and, conversely, pleasure becomes the insignia of immorality. Christianity, therefore, 
does not say, “Go forth and be miserable.” Rather, it says, “Go forth and practice the virtue of self- 
sacrifice.” In practical terms, these commands are identical. 

The preceding overview of Christian ethics is intended to set a context for the remainder of this 
chapter, where we shall examine some ethical precepts of the New Testament. The theme here, to 
repeat, is that Christian morality, like all religious moral codes, defines morality in terms of 
obedience; and most of its precepts serve the purpose, directly or indirectly, of promoting 
obedience. It is Christianity’s obsession with conformity that leads to its various doctrines— 
doctrines that can only be described as profoundly anti-life. Christianity has found it necessary, out 
of self-preservation, to oppose the virtues of rational morality; reason, pride, self-assertiveness, 
self-esteem—these are the enemies of conformity and, therefore, of Christian faith. 

Since the foremost aim of Christian ethics, psychologically speaking, is to cultivate a mentality 
of obedience, Christian ethics, to the extent that one adopts it, will cause and contribute to a variety 
of psychological problems. It encourages intellectual passivity, fear that one’s thoughts and 
emotions may be sinful, guilt at the thought of sexual assertiveness, and the pervading feeling that 
one is basically helpless, unimportant and evil. These are serious charges which, if true, constitute 
an overwhelming moral case against Christianity. 

Several volumes could be written about Christian ethics; indeed, many have been written in an 
effort to detennine the content of Christian ethics. There are numerous disagreements among 
Christian scholars in this area. For example, the doctrine of original sin is a venerable Christian 
belief that enjoys widespread acceptance even today, and it is definitely contained in the New 
Testament. But it is a teaching of Paul, not Jesus. Some liberal theologians, therefore, reject it as an 
essential element of Christian ethics, claiming that Paul, like any interpreter, may have been 
mistaken. More traditional Christians, on the other hand, maintain that anything in the New 
Testament, whether uttered by Jesus, Paul or some other apostle, must be accepted as essential to 
Christianity—and this includes the doctrine of original sin. 

Although I find the position of the modern liberal on this issue—as in many others—rather 
ludicrous, I will avoid this controversy for the remainder of this chapter. Rather than treat the New 
Testament as a whole, I shall confine this discussion to the ethics of Jesus as reported in the 


271 The exceptions are the various ascetic practices of early Christian sects, which are still recalled by Catholics in 
glowing terms. “For about two centuries,” writes the historian W. E. H. Lecky, “the hideous maceration of the body 
was regarded as the highest proof of excellence.” History’ of European Morals from Augustus to Charlemagne, Vol. 2, 
p. 107. (First printed 1869. Reprinted by George Braziller, New York, 1955.) Lecky provides a detailed account of 
these various gruesome practices. 
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Gospels. While it is generally true that Paul emphasizes sin and human depravity much more than 
Jesus, and while it is probably true that Paul was more influential than Jesus in many areas, I think 
it is also true that the teachings of Jesus are not as benevolent as is commonly supposed. Even 
restricting ourselves to Jesus, it is possible to substantiate the charges against Christian ethics made 
earlier in this chapter. 

3 - The Ethics of Jesus 

It is fashionable today to hail Jesus as an outstanding moralist. Even atheists who disagree with 
theoretical aspects of Christianity often regard Jesus as a creative reformer in the sphere of ethics. 
In evaluating his ethics, however, there are considerable problems in ascertaining what the 
historical Jesus actually taught. It is clear that the early Christians were expecting his imminent 
return, and they saw no reason to compile written accounts of his life for future generations. But as 
time passed, as the memory of Jesus dimmed, and as disillusionment spread, it became necessary to 
preserve the faith through written stories of Jesus’ life—stories that “documented” his miraculous 
powers in an effort to distinguish him from the many other “messiahs” common in those days. 

According to most biblical scholars, written stories of Jesus did not begin to appear until around 
forty years after his death. Later compiled into the Gospels, these accounts were laden with 
interpolations and mythology, such as the story of the virgin birth. But it was the biblical Jesus, not 
the historical Jesus who exerted influence, and it is the biblical Jesus to whom people refer as a 
great moralist. Therefore, we shall accept the New Testament account fairly uncritically, and we 
shall disregard the question of to what extent, if any, the biblical Jesus corresponds to its historical 
counterpart. We shall examine the major tenets of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels—especially 
Matthew, Mark and Luke which, because of their similar structure and content, are referred to as 
the synoptic Gospels. 

Even taking the Gospels at face value does not solve all problems of interpretation. The teachings 
of Jesus are unsystematic, and many of them, particularly those related in parable form, are 
notoriously obscure. This unclarity has resulted in a wide spectrum of opinion among Christian 
scholars as to what Jesus really meant. Despite these divergent interpretations, however, it is 
interesting to observe that Christian theologians unanimously agree that Jesus was the greatest 
moral teacher in history. Considering the widespread disagreement over the content of Jesus’ 
teaching, this unanimity of praise is highly suspicious. 

Many Christians feel that Jesus, regardless of what he said, must have been the greatest moralist 
because he was, they believe, the “Son of God” (however this phrase may be interpreted). Few 
Christians reserve judgment, read the Gospels and, on the basis of an objective evaluation, 
conclude that Jesus was outstanding. Instead, believing as they do that Jesus was a divine figure, 
they assume beforehand that whatever he said must be vitally important, because to believe 
otherwise would be to cast doubt on his divinity. And this is tantamount to blasphemy. 

It must be remembered that the sword of heresy looms as a constant threat over the heads of 
Christians, and this applies equally well to liberal Protestants. While liberals are perfectly willing to 
concede that the Bible contains many errors, and while they may go so far as to concede that Jesus 
was no more than a man, they are unwilling to admit that Jesus advocated principles which, by any 
reasonable standard of human decency, must be judged as morally repugnant. To overtly disown or 
condemn the teachings of Jesus—this is the line that no Christian, fundamentalist or liberal, dares 
to cross, because to cross it would be to define oneself out of Christianity. It is the limit of heresy 
for even the most liberal of liberals. 
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To avoid disclaiming the teachings of Jesus, theologians continue to do what they have done for 
centuries: they interpret. Passages unfavorable to Jesus are reinterpreted in a more favorable light, 
or they are dismissed as unauthentic interpolations. Anything will do as long as it pennits the 
theologian to profess agreement with the ethics of Jesus; the minute he ceases to conform in this 
respect, he is no longer a theologian, nor can he continue to pass himself off as a Christian. 

Because of the theological obligation to endorse the precepts of Jesus, Christian theologians have 
a strong tendency to read their own moral convictions into the ethics of Jesus. Jesus is made to say 
what theologians think he should have said. Many contemporary theologians find the notion of 
eternal tonnent distasteful, so, of course, Jesus could have never taught such a doctrine. Similarly, 
some theologians prefer to underplay the otherworldly aspects of Christianity, so Jesus becomes, 
not a prophet concerned primarily with an afterlife, but a social refonner interested in earthly life 
and happiness. As Walter Kaufmann notes: 

Most Christians gerrymander the Gospels and carve an idealized self-portrait out of 
the texts: Pierre van Paassen’s Jesus is a socialist, Fosdick’s is a liberal, while the 
ethic of Reinhold Niebuhr’s Jesus agrees, not surprisingly, with Niebuhr’s own. 272 

A typical example of this theological gerrymandering is found in Christian Ethics by Georgia 
Harkness: 


... there is a verse at the end of the parable of the pounds as it is given in Luke 
which is generally omitted when the story is read. In Luke 19:27 appear the words: 
“But as for these enemies of mine, who did not want me to reign over them, bring 
them here and slay them before me.” Why do we omit it? Because it does not sound 
like Jesus! It simply does not seem like the words of one who could say on the 
cross, “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.” And even though the 
textual accuracy of Luke 19:27 is less disputed than of Luke 23:34, we still believe 
it is the latter in which the real Jesus speaks. 273 


In the course of taking an unprejudiced look at Jesus as portrayed in the Gospels, we shall briefly 
consider the following questions: 

(a) What were the central purpose, theme and scope of Jesus’ mission? 

(b) To what extent were the moral precepts of Jesus original? 

(c) How are the major precepts of Jesus to be evaluated from ethical and psychological 
perspectives? 

(a) The Jesus of the Gospels does not regard himself primarily as a moralist, nor was he so regarded 
throughout most of Christianity’s history; rather, his basic mission was to preach the coming of 
God’s kingdom, and his basic precept was that men must devote themselves totally to God if they 
wish to enter the heavenly kingdom. “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand”—these words, 
according to Matthew, 4:17, inaugurated the crusade of Jesus. And later in Matthew 22:37-38, 
Jesus says: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with 
all your mind. This is the great and first commandment.” Otherworldliness, total devotion (i.e., 
obedience), and mandatory love thus emerge as Jesus’ basic themes. 


272 Kaufmann, The Faith of a Fleretic, p. 216. 

27j Georgia Harkness, Christian Ethics (New York: Abingdon Press, 1957), p. 30. 
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The otherworldly focus of Jesus permeated all his teaching. “Truly, I say to you,” he told his 
followers, “there are some standing here who will not taste death before they see the kingdom of 
God come with power” (Mark 9:1). Since God was soon to usher in his heavenly kingdom, earthly 
matters were unimportant: 

“Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor, and you will have treasure in 
heaven; and come, follow me” (Luke 18:22). 


It has been suggested, most notably by Albert Schweitzer, that the teachings of Jesus must be 
understood as an “interim ethic”—a set of moral precepts to be followed in the interim before the 
establishment of God’s kingdom, which Jesus believed would occur within the lifetime of his 
followers. As the eminent historian Frederick Conybeare wrote in The Origins of Christianity. 

... much of the teaching of the gospel was uttered in view of an impending 
catastrophe and liquidation of this world’s affairs, out of which, at a wave of the 
divine wand, a new and blessed condition was to emerge, just as the phoenix arises, 
renewed and immortal, out of its own ashes. Jesus felt himself to be the harbinger 
of a new and divine constitution ... to be suddenly imposed by divine power and 
interference. Hence the precepts to follow him; to forsake parents, wife, children, 
and home; even to neglect the most sacred of all ancient duties—that of burying 
one’s own father. 274 


Although many theologians are understandably reluctant to accept this view—since acceptance 
would entail that Jesus was mistaken concerning the immediacy of God’s kingdom—there is strong 
evidence in its favor. Aside from the many New Testament references indicating that God’s rule 
was near, the precepts of Jesus, almost without exception, are accompanied by the promise of a 
divine reward. Be humble, counsels Jesus, “and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” 
Be kind to the poor and disabled, and you “will be repaid at the resurrection of the just.” Even the 
much heralded Sennon on the Mount (regardless of which of the conflicting versions one accepts) 
is saturated with divine sanctions: 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” “Blessed are 
the pure in heart, for they shall see God.” On the reverse side of supernatural 
sanctions, of course, was the threat of punishment for those who will not listen and 
obey: “if any one will not receive you or listen to your words,” Jesus told his 
disciples, “shake off the dust from your feet as you leave that house or town. Truly, 

I say to you, it shall be more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land of 
Sodom and Gomorrah than for that town” (Matthew 10:14-15). 


Another predominate factor in the mission of Jesus was his narrow sectarianism; Jesus came not 
to save the world, but to save only a small part of it—namely, the Jews, the “elect,” God’s “chosen 
people.” Jesus preached in behalf of those whom he believed “thou gavest me.” (See Mark 4:10-12; 
13:22,27; John 6:37,44,65; 17:26.) Jesus was a Jew, and he conceived of himself as the Jewish 
messiah: 


74 Frederick C. Conybeare, The Origins of Christianity, pp. 153-154. (First printed 1909. Reprinted by University 
Books, Evanston and New York, 1958.) 
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“Think not that 1 have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to 
abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matthew 5:17). “Go nowhere among the 
Gentiles,” Jesus instructed his disciples, “and enter no town of the Samaritans, but 
go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 10:5-6). When a 
Canaanite woman begged Jesus to cast a “demon” from her daughter, Jesus replied, 
“I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” It was only when the 
woman pleaded further that “even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their 
master’s table,” that Jesus marveled at her great “faith” and agreed to heal her 
daughter (Matthew 15:22-28). 


Whether or not theologians agree that the precepts of Jesus were intended only for the Jews 
during the “interim,” there can be no doubt but that those precepts are strictly otherworldly in 
emphasis. Jesus does not prescribe standards of behavior on the basis that they will contribute to 
man’s happiness and well-being on earth. He issues commands, or rules, backed by the brute 
sanctions of heaven and hell, with the specific choice of sanction detennined by how well one 
obeys. “It is a plain matter,” notes Richard Robinson, “of promises and threats.” 

(b) Perhaps the most widespread delusion about the moral precepts of Jesus is that they are 
strikingly unusual and original. Nothing could be further from the truth. As one Christian writer has 
observed, “Point for point, there is nothing in the teaching of Jesus which cannot be found in the 
Old Testament or in the rabbinical teaching.” 275 According to the famous ex-priest and historian 
Joseph McCabe: 

The sentiments attributed to Christ are ... already found in the Old Testament. ... 

They were familiar in the Jewish schools, and to all the Pharisees, long before the 
time of Christ, as they were familiar in all the civilizations of the earth—Egyptian, 

Babylonian, and Persian, Greek and Hindu. 276 


It is interesting to note that in many cases Jesus did not lay claim to the originality now credited 
to him. The famous Golden Rule is a case in point. Advocated by Confucius 500 years before 
Jesus, it was also promulgated by Hillel, a Pharisee and older contemporary of Jesus. Quoting the 
Jewish Talmud: 

And Hillel said: What thou dost not like, do thou not to thy neighbor. That is the 
whole law; all the rest is explanation. (Sabbath, 31:1) 


In Matthew 7:12, Jesus says: “So whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them; 
for this is the law and the prophets. “ (Emphasis added.) Jesus freely admits that this precept is 
imbedded in Jewish tradition, thus contradicting the many theologians who prefer to credit him 
with the formulation. 

A similar example is found in Matthew 22:39—“You shall love your neighbor as yourself’— 
which Christians like also to attribute to the moral creativity of Jesus. Unfortunately for them, 
however, we encounter the identical words in Leviticus 19:18: “... you shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” 


275 Harkness, Christian Ethics, p. 48. 

276 Joseph McCabe, The Sources of the Morality’ of the Gospels (London: Watts and Co., 1914), p. 209. 
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In those instances where Jesus appears to revise or reject older Jewish precepts, he frequently 
misrepresents the content of the Judaic law. For example, in Matthew 5:21-22, we read: 

You have heard that it was said to the men of old, “You shall not kill; and whoever 
kills shall be liable to judgment.” 

But I say to you that every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to 
judgment. ... 


This prohibition against anger was not new to the Jewish tradition; we find the same maxim in 
Leviticus 19:17: “You shall not hate your brother in your heart. ...” Again, in warning against 
“lustful” thoughts, Jesus says: 

You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you 
that every one who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with 
her in his heart. (Matthew 5:27-28) 


A novel idea? Hardly. Exodus 20:17: “...you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife.” Proverbs 
6:25-26: “Do not desire her beauty in your heart, and do not let her capture you with her eyelashes; 
for a harlot may be hired for a loaf of bread, but an adulteress stalks a man’s very life.” And, 
according to the Talmud, “Whosoever regardeth even the little linger of a woman hath already 
sinned in his heart” (Berachot 24:1). These and many similar examples illustrate that Jesus did not 
deviate from traditional Judaism as much as the Gospel writers would sometimes like us to believe. 

As mentioned previously, Jesus did not view himself as a moral innovator, nor were his moral 
precepts notable for their originality. The Jesus of the Gospels is portrayed as a divine prophet and 
miracle worker, not as a philosopher. Jesus distinguished himself, not by the content of his moral 
code, but by his conception of himself and his divinely appointed mission. For instance, after the 
Sermon of the Mount, Matthew 7:28-29 reports that “when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds 
were astonished at his teaching”—why?—“for he taught them as one who had authority, and not as 
their scribes.” 

Jesus represented himself as a divine or semi-divine figure, and he underwrote his precepts with 
the authority of God. “I seek not my own will,” he proclaimed, “but the will of him who sent me. ... 
the works which the Father has granted me to accomplish, these very works which I am doing, bear 
me witness that the Father has sent me” (John 5:30,36). Jesus was not accused of blasphemy for his 
moral precepts; rather it was his claim of messiahship that led to the animosity between himself and 
the Jewish establishment, as represented by the Pharisees. 

If we ignore what Jesus said about himself and consider only what he said about morality, he 
emerges as predominately status quo. This poses a problem for Christian liberals. Strip Jesus of his 
divinity—as many liberals wish to do—and, at best, he becomes a mediocre preacher who held 
mistaken beliefs about practically everything, including himself; and, at worst, he becomes a 
pretentious fraud. 

This last remark will undoubtedly seem harsh to many people. Am I not being overly critical of 
Jesus who, after all, lived in a particular historical context? Perhaps he was trying only to render aid 
and comfort to an oppressed people. Perhaps he was, despite the biblical references to eternal 
damnation, a kind and compassionate man. Surely he was sincere in his beliefs and displayed 
courage by his willingness to die for his convictions. Perhaps it is unfair to pass unequivocal 
judgment on him from the sparse infonnation provided in the Gospels. 
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Some of these comments may apply to the historical Jesus, and some may not—it is difficult to 
say with certainty—but they are irrelevant to the issue under consideration. We are evaluating the 
biblical Jesus, not the historical Jesus, and the precepts of this Jesus, intenningled with threats of 
gnashing teeth and eternal torment, contain a strong current of harshness and cruelty. We shall now 
discuss these percepts in more detail. 

(c) On those rare occasions when a philosopher severely criticizes the ethics of Jesus—such as in 
Richard Robinson’s An Atheist’s Values —many theologians tend to pass over such criticism as 
superficial and unsympathetic. According to these theologians, who are usually liberal Protestants, 
we must understand Jesus as a human being with human frailties; and it is unfair, they claim, to 
subject the teachings of this man, who admittedly was not a philosopher, to the rigor of philosophic 
scrutiny. 

This rejoinder of the Christian, or any similar position, is a concession rather than a reply. If we 
do not accept Jesus as a supernatural figure, what has he to offer us? Why should anyone bother to 
read the New Testament except, perhaps, for its historical interest? We know how Jesus has 
traditionally rated as a god, but how does he rate as a man? Does he, as a moral teacher, deserve the 
enormous respect that he seems to elicit even from disbelievers? The historical impact of Jesus is 
undisputed, but does he merit such fame? My response to this last question—which indicates my 
responses to the previous questions—is an unqualified “no.” 

Considered in themselves, the moral precepts of Jesus are sometimes interesting, sometimes 
poetic, sometimes benevolent, sometimes confusing, sometimes pernicious, and sometimes 
devastatingly harmful psychologically. None, however, are especially profound. If not for their 
tremendous historical impact, most would deserve little more than a philosopher’s passing glance. 

In assessing the ethical significance of Jesus, it is illuminating to contrast him with the ancient 
Greek philosophers who preceded him by hundreds of years. The differences are so striking that 
few scholars care to place Jesus on the same level as such intellectual giants as Plato and Aristotle. 
Whether one agrees with these philosophers or not, they at least argue for their claims; Jesus, on the 
other hand, issues proclamations backed by the threat of force. 

It is not my purpose here to “refute” the moral precepts of Jesus by demonstrating them to be 
ethically unsound. Since Jesus does not argue for his doctrines, they are, philosophically, nothing 
more than arbitrary assertions. And one cannot argue with an arbitrary proposition; one either 
accepts it on faith or ignores it. Christians prefer the former alternative, while I choose the latter. 
The precepts of Jesus simply do not merit a serious or comprehensive refutation. My sole purpose 
in this discussion is to examine the effects and wider implications of Jesus’ major doctrines, not to 
lend them the undeserved respect of a counter-argument. 

As indicated previously, the major precept of the biblical Jesus is what contemporary theologians 
like to call total devotion, or commitment, to God. In this context, of course, the terms “devotion” 
and “commitment” are euphemisms for their less flattering counterparts: obedience and conformity. 
As with all theologians, when Jesus says “believe” he means “obey.” And when Jesus praises men 
of great “faith,” he is praising men who will obey unquestioningly any command they believe to 
come from God. 

When conformity is required, as it is in Christianity, what are the results? To begin with, the 
sacrifice of truth inevitably follows. One can be committed to confonnity or one can be committed 
to truth, but not both. The pursuit of truth requires the unrestricted use of one’s mind—the moral 
freedom to question, to examine evidence, to consider opposing viewpoints, to criticize, to accept 
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as true only that which can be demonstrated—regardless of whether one’s conclusions confonn to a 
particular creed. 

The fundamental teaching of Jesus—the demand for conformity—thus gives rise to a 
fundamental and viciously destructive teaching of Christianity: that some beliefs lie beyond the 
scope of criticism and that to question them is sinful, or morally wrong. By placing a moral 
restriction on what one is permitted to believe, Christianity declares itself an enemy of truth and of 
the faculty by which man arrives at truth—reason. 

Whatever minor points may be offered in defense of Christianity, they cannot compensate for the 
monstrous doctrine that one is morally obligated to accept as true religious beliefs that cannot be 
comprehended or demonstrated. It must be remembered that this teaching is not incidental to 
Christianity: it lies at the heart of Jesus’ mission, and it has played a significant role throughout 
Christianity’s history. It was this belief that “justified” the slaughter of dissenters and heretics in the 
name of morality, and its philosophical consequence may be described as the inversion—or, more 
precisely, the perversion—of morality. 

To be moral, according to Jesus, man must shackle his reason. He must force himself to believe 
that which he cannot understand. He must suppress, in the name of morality, any doubts that 
surface in his mind. He must regard as a mark of excellence an unwillingness to subject religious 
beliefs to critical examination. Less criticism leads to more faith—and faith, Jesus declares, is the 
hallmark of virtue. Indeed, “unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the 
kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3). Children, after all, will believe almost anything. 

The psychological impact of this doctrine is devastating. To divorce morality from truth is to turn 
man’s reason against himself. Reason, as the faculty by which man comprehends reality and 
exercises control over his environment, is the basic requirement of self-esteem. To the extent that a 
man believes that his mind is a potential enemy, that it may lead to the “evils” of question-asking 
and criticism, he will feel the need for intellectual passivity—to deliberately sabotage his mind in 
the name of virtue. Reason becomes a vice, something to be feared, and man finds that his worst 
enemy is his own capacity to think and question. One can scarcely imagine a more effective way to 
introduce perpetual conflict into man’s consciousness and thereby produce a host of neurotic 
symptoms. 

Another significant teaching of Jesus, closely related to the preceding, is that certain feelings and 
desires are in themselves sinful. Merely feeling or desiring something can bring divine 
condemnation upon oneself, regardless of whether one translates the feeling into action: “every one 
who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment”; “every one who looks at a woman 
lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” 

This idea, as we have seen, did not originate with Jesus, but Christianity has given it an unusually 
heavy emphasis. Even today Christians are warned to “repent” of evil emotions, which often 
consists of feelings in the realm of sexual desire. 

Morally, this doctrine is reprehensible, because it erases the crucial distinction between intent 
and action. Psychologically, however, it is nothing less than murder. It is a prescription, a demand, 
for emotional repression, for deliberately obstructing awareness of one’s inner emotional state. 
Psychological health, to a large extent, consists of being in touch with one’s feelings, and to believe 
that one is not morally permitted to experience certain feelings is to declare war on one’s emotions. 
Of course, a psychologically healthy individual does not act unthinkingly on the basis of his 
feelings, but it is essential to self-awareness that he be able to experience what those feelings are. 

This general attitude toward emotions runs throughout the teaching of Jesus. His second 
commandment, the Bible tells us, is that we should “love” our neighbor as ourselves. Aside from 
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the content of this pronouncement, which is rather difficult to make sense of, the entire notion of 
commanding feelings in and out of existence is ludicrous. Love is an emotional response to values, 
and if we do not perceive the necessary values in many people, how are we to force the emotion of 
love? Jesus does not say. He simply threatens damnation for those who disobey. 

We are similarly cautioned by Jesus to be meek and humble, and—even if we overlook the fact 
that meekness and similar passive qualities are the antithesis of self-assertiveness and self-esteem— 
we must wonder how the promise of reward or the threat of force can significantly alter a man’s 
inner qualities. There is only one possibility: if the threat of force, of eternal damnation, succeeds in 
breaking a man’s spirit—if it robs him of emotional strength and intellectual independence—he 
will indeed become meek and humble. Perhaps this is what Jesus was aiming for. 

The best thing that can be said about Jesus’ approach to human emotions is that it is 
psychologically naive. The worst thing that can be said is that when men attempt to practice what 
he preaches, they invariably inflict a great deal of psychological misery upon themselves. As 
Nathaniel Branden has written: 

Desires and emotions as such are involuntary; they are not subject to direct and 
immediate volitional control; they are the automatic result of subconscious 
integrations. ... It is impossible to compute the magnitude of the disaster, the 
wreckage of human lives, produced by the belief that desires and emotions can be 
commanded in and out of existence by an act of will. 

To those who accept the validity of Jesus’ pronouncements, and their wider 
implications for undesired or “immoral” emotions in general, his teachings are 
clearly an injunction to practice repression. Whether or not by intention, that is 
their effect. 277 


Another important teaching of Jesus is passive non-resistance to evil. “Love your enemies, do 
good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you” (Luke 6:27- 
28). 

Do not resist one who is evil. But if any one strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other 
also; and if any one would sue you and take your coat, let him have your cloak as well; and if any 
one forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. (Matthew 5:39-41) 

My first response to these precepts is: Why? Lor what possible reason should one offer oneself as 
a sacrificial animal in this way? Such questions, however, do not apply to Jesus, because he is 
interested only in obedience, not in presenting rational arguments. In fact, when viewed in this 
context, these commands begin to make sense. We are not to judge others, Jesus says, which is 
merely another facet of suspending one’s critical faculties. We are to tolerate injustice, we are to 
refrain from passing value judgments of other people—such precepts require the obliteration of 
one’s capacity to distinguish the good from the evil; they require the kind of intellectual and moral 
passiveness that generates a mentality of obedience. The man who is incapable of passing 
independent value judgments will be the least critical when given orders. And he will be unlikely to 
evaluate the moral worth of the man, or the supposed god, from whence those orders come. 

In short, there is nothing virtuous in the virtues recommended by Jesus. The only thing close to 
an ethical precept with merit is the Golden Rule, which is a rough approximation of a fairness ethic, 
but even this is issued in the form of a command. Generally, Jesus commands us to have faith in 
God and in himself as a messenger from God—which means the sacrifice of reason—and we are 


77 Nathaniel Branden, The Disowned Self (Los Angeles: Nash Publishing Co., 1971), p. 108. 


186 



George H. Smith - ATHEISM: The Case Against God 


reminded that God will reward those who obey and punish those who disobey. Also, we are told 
that God is monitoring us at every moment, and that he has complete knowledge of our innermost 
thoughts and feelings. If the notion of an omnipresent voyeurist does not create a high level of 
nervous tension and anxiety, not to mention guilt, nothing will. 

It is an interesting exercise to ask oneself the following question about each precept attributed to 
Jesus in the New Testament. What does this precept have to offer a confident, efficacious and 
happy man? In the vast majority of cases, the answer will be: nothing—absolutely nothing. As 
Jesus himself put it, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I 
came not to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mark 2:17). In order to fit within the framework of 
Jesus’ mission, one must view oneself fundamentally as a “sinner”—as evil and worthless in the 
sight of God. In order to accomplish this, it is precisely the qualities of confidence, efficacy and 
happiness that must be surrendered: “Woe to you that laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep” 
(Luke 6:25). “For every one who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will 
be exalted” (Luke 14:11). 

What remains after the qualities essential to a rewarding life are surrendered? Nothing—except a 
man without reason, without passion, without self-esteem. A man, in other words, that will find 
anything preferable to life on earth. Such a man may claim that Christianity has given him hope of 
happiness in an afterlife, but all that Christianity has really given him is an elaborate excuse, draped 
in a banner of morality, to continue his blind stumbling through life on earth. 

Human misery is a sad spectacle. But it is sadder still when disguised as moral righteousness. 


END. 
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